





Intel will introduce a 
revamped platform for 
mobile computing in 
the new year. 
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Intel Devel 


nless you've had your head 

stuck in a hole — or even 

worse, haven't picked up a 
copy of PC Plus for a while — you 
won't have failed to notice the 
publicity surrounding Athlon 64. 

If ever a company needed to hit 
back with a bit of news of its own, 
it was Intel. With this in mind, the 
timing for its latest Developer Forum 
in San Jose, couldn't have been 
better. The only way to respond to a 
rival's high-profile processor release 
is to conduct one of your own. 

We trooped over to California 
hoping to hear some news on 
Prescott. Disappointingly, Intel's 
execs were remarkably tight-lipped 
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on the subject of its 90nm desktop 
processor — it’s still unclear when 
this will arrive. In the meantime, 
though, the silicon king has given 
us another toy to play with: the 
extensively-monikered Pentium 4 
with Hyper-Threading technology 
Extreme Edition, or P4 HT EE for 
short. For a full run-down, check 
out our analysis on page 18. 
Naturally, the new processor 
wasn't Intel's only announcement for 
the desktop market. Equally exciting 
were its plans for a little further 
down the line. There were two 
projects that we found particularly 
enticing, being codenamed LaGrande 
and Vanderpool. 


oper Forum 





LaGrande is a hardware-based 
PC security system that Intel is 
developing with — among others 
— Microsoft. According to its 
developers, it will be able to protect 
your personal information by 
creating inaccessible areas within 
your system's memory, limiting 
outside viewing of your desktop. 
We'll apparently see this introduced 
in around three years. Vanderpool, 
on the other hand, is a system 
partitioning technology that enables 
your PC to function as two totally 
separate entities. In around five 
years time, you should be able to 
re-boot the area of your system 
used for work, while streaming 





uninterrupted video with a 
separate partition. Paul Ottelini, 
Intel's President, explained, “it’s not 
just about driving ever-upward in 
GHz. We have to provide the 
capabilities that people want.” 


Blade 

But while it may be developing all 
these interesting party pieces for 
home users, Intel hasn't forgotten 
about the business side of its 
activities. During an Enterprise 
keynote, Mike Fister, a Senior Vice 
President, announced the launch 
of a new blade server family, which 
will apparently ‘bring flexibility 

and simplified management to 

an enterprise environment.’ This 
product line will be backed up 

in 2004 by a 90nm Xeon processor, 


the supporting chipset. 

No matter how impressive 
Intel's ultra-powerful business 
machines may be, it's still the 
portable market that's making the 
most headlines. Wireless 
technology is taking off in a huge 
way, and Intel is as involved as 
anybody in the improvements to 
the 802.11 Wi-Fi standard. It's also 
pushing extremely hard for 802.16, 
or WiMAX, which offers transfer 
speeds of up to a nominal 7Ombps 
over a 30km radius. 

This cordless revolution has 
led to a new level of interest in 
laptops. To take advantage of this, 
Intel is looking to move on from its 
highly successful Centrino platform 
to create even more desirable 
notebook technology. The first step 





Intel is concentrating on improvements 
to the 802.11 Wi-Fi standard. 


entitled 855GME. This will re-use 
a lot of the existing Centrino 
technology, but should offer 
improvements in terms of graphics 
and power management. Much 
more exciting than this, though, is 
the 90nm Dothan processor, the 
much-vaunted upgrade to the 
present Pentium-M. This will be 
equipped with 2MB of cache, 

and Intel's new strained silicon 
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lead to massive performance gains. 
It should start to appear around 
the end of the year. 

Intel isn't just making do 
with upgrades to individual 
components, though. Some time 
next year, it expects to introduce 
a completely revamped platform 
for mobile computing. Codenamed 
Sonoma, this architecture will 
feature both Dothan and the 
855GME chipset, but there's plenty 
more besides. A 71-capable sound 
system, PCI Express graphics and 
low-power display technology are 
all treats in this goody bag. 
Anand Chandrasekher, Intel's Vice 
President of Mobile Platforms said, 
“These new capabilities at platform 
level will enable further growth in 
the mobile market place.” 
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Computex 2003 in Taipei enabled manufacturers to 
flaunt their wares and blow their own trumpets. 


ntel wasn't the only company flaunting its 

wares to the public this month. A whole host 
of manufacturers were doing exactly the same 
thing in Taipei when Computex 2003 came to 
town. As you'd expect, most keen to take 
advantage of Intel's distraction in San Jose was 
AMD. The other silicon addict seemed to have 
an Athlon 64 demo running on every corner. 
Most exciting of all was the sight of a real 64-bit 
PC using a 64-bit SuSE Linux operating system. 

It wasn't all sweetness and light for AMD, 

though. For one thing, several motherboard 
manufacturers and system builders were 
complaining, albeit subtly, of a shortage of 
Athlon 64 chips. This is particularly strange 
when you consider that relatively few of the 


in this process is a new chipset, 


Bits and bobs at Computex 


largest PC manufacturers have announced that 
they will support the processor. Of the major 
players, only HP Fujitsu-Siemens and Packard 
Bell have come out in support of AMD, but it has 
also secured deals with Evesham, Mesh and 
Time in the UK. 

Like any self-respecting corporation, AMD 
refuses to accept any blame for this shortfall. 
Instead, it places the buck squarely in the hands 
of, you guessed it, Intel. AMD soldiers ranking as 
highly as CEO Hector Ruiz have been extremely 
open in accusing its biggest rival of intimidating 
third party vendors. Quite how Intel would have 
gone about this has not yet been made clear. 

Of course, one way for Intel to persuade 
system builders to side with it would be to leak 
details of a forthcoming desktop chip with 64- 
bit elements. Lo and behold, rumours were 
coming out of Taipei about 64-bit extensions to 
the Pentium V, which is expected to hit the 
market in the middle of next year. In terms of 
demonstrations, though, Chipzilla was mainly 
concentrating on high-power enterprise 
computing. The sight of its new server, 
codenamed Bandera and running the 
forthcoming Itanium2 processor, was 
particularly awe-inspiring. 

If you don't care how about the intricacies of 
your processors, you may be more interested in 
Microsoft's latest XP tweak, Media Center. 
Computex housed a number of people that were 


technology, which were told will 


www.intel.com 
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AMD was one company that was particularly keen to 
take advantage of Intel's distraction in San Jose. 


only too pleased to show us their various MCE 
form factors. More interesting than any of these, 
though, was a Gigabyte machine that was 
dedicated to home entertainment, but didn't use 
Bill Gates’ latest brainchild. Despite this, it was 
quite capable of displaying your television, 
movies and music. 

Another company to have a mixed trade 
show was NVIDIA. No sooner did the graphics 
giant announce that it was intending to 
concentrate less on GPUs and more on its 
chipsets, then a host of motherboard 
manufacturers revealed that they were dumping 
nForce3. ABIT and Gigabyte were both among 
those that decided they would rather jump into 
bed with VIA. The good news for NVIDIA was 
that this revolt prompted those that still support 
it to come out and say so. AOpen was 
particularly keen to express its love for nForce3. 
www.amd.com 
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The Inside Track 


Mike Magee 


mike.magee @theinquirer.net 


Mike Magee has been an IT 
journalist since the dawn of 
the PC. He has founded two 
online IT news sites — The 
Register and The Inquirer 


Mike Magee takes a trip to Taiwan and gives us the 
lowdown on the much talked about Media Center 


‘ve just come back from a show in Taiwan called Computex, where 
hardware makers show off their wares to buyers from all over the 
world. These Taiwanese manufacturers make machines that are often 

re-branded by the big names, like Dell, HP and the others. 

Every year, theres a theme to Computex based on roadmaps and 
plans of the software and chip manufacturers, and it was pretty clear 
this year that media centers struck the dominant note. 

A media center was intended to sit in living rooms, and manage 
music, DVDs, photos and the like. All these forms of entertainment sit 
inside a little unobtrusive consumer-like box — which is actually a PC 
— and can be accessed using a remote control. Whether the software 
used is Microsoft Media Center or from third parties like Cyberlink, it 
doesn't look much like Microsoft Windows. The interface is a simple 
one, letting you switch from live TV to PVR to your collection of films 
or music. Or even listen to streaming Internet radio or TV, if you've got 
broadband and if the pipe is fat enough to let it in without stutters. 

Even if it doesn't look like Microsoft Windows, the software runs 
on Windows, and so it can be expected that sooner or later you'll 
have to reboot the little box. That probably means most people will 
Switch it on and off again. Heaven knows what happens to the .TMP 
files — we couldn't see any option on the Cyberlink Home Theatre 
software, for example, to clean up your PC. 

All of the demonstrations we saw used extremely nice widescreen 
TVs. Whether they're LCD or plasma displays, that's going to set you 
back a pretty penny or two. Plus, you need to find a spare 38 or 42 
inches in your living room to plonk the screens. 

We talked to a number of people at the show who were there to 
buy wares, rather than show them off to the buyers. The managing 
director of a large worldwide distributor said that he believed these 
little media boxes would take off in a big way, not so much because 
of hype from the manufacturers, but because the entertainment 
industry itself was driving the big push. 

Gigabytes G-Max series are set to be introduced in November, 
but don't use Windows Media Center because thats too pricey, said 
the executives. The G-Max machines are black, have lots of shiny 
chrome and flashing LEDs on them, and look every inch like a 
consumer electronics item you might expect to buy when you go 
shopping for televisions. 

Will the media center machines take off? The Taiwanese 
manufacturers hope so, but we can see a number of obstacles, 
the first and foremost is the price. A wide screen might set you back 
£3000 — the nicer Media Center boxes could cost over £1,000 — and 
you'll want the remainder of your equipment to look just as snazzy. If 
you already own some bits and pieces, and already have a PC, buying 
into this dream might cost more than you're prepared to pay. 


Do you agree with Mike? Write in and let us know 
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Alternatively, join in our online 
discussions at 
http://forum.pcplus.co.uk 
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The weather's 





he world's largest supercomputer 

is about to revolutionise the 
way in which weather is forecast 
according to scientists around the 
world. The Earth Simulator, based 
in Japan, will not only be able to 
predict day-to-day conditions, but 
will also forewarn us of major 
climatic events such as heatwaves, 
hurricanes and cold snaps. 

The first results obtained from 
the mammoth computer were 
presented to scientists at a three- 
day climate workshop at Cambridge 
University this month. The event 
was hosted by the university's 
Centre for Mathematical Sciences 


about to change 





and the Natural Environment 
Research Council, both of whom 
were delighted with the reaction. 
Professor Julia Slingo, a director 
of the Council, said, “These results 
are very exciting. They show that, 
for the first time, our climate models 
can be run at resolutions capable 
of capturing severe weather events.” 
She continued, “They will help 
us to prioritise our investment in 
devising strategies to adapt to 
climate change, for example the 
specification of railway lines to 
deal with the extra heat 
experienced this summer.” 
The Earth Simulator, which 
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Lindows Is generous 
with Microsoft's money 


eee has jumped on an 
opportunity to annoy Microsoft 
and make money by cashing in on 
Bill Gates’ anti-trust woes. The 
smaller company is offering to file 
claims on behalf of Microsoft 
customers owed part of the $1.1 
billion settlement Microsoft agreed 
to pay earlier this year. Lindows will 
keep any cash paid out to these 
people, and in return the claimant 
will receive a selection of ‘free’ 
software. The first 10,000 people 
to take up the offer will also be 
given a PC, courtesy of Lindows. 
Bill Gates has co agreed to pay 
out the money to end a dispute over 
Windows 95 and 98 prices, which 
has been running since February 
1999. Under the conditions of the 
settlement, anybody that bought 
a copy of either of these operating 





systems for use in California 
between 18 February 1995 and 
15 December 2001 is entitled to a 
share of the $1.1 billion. Affected 
individuals or businesses must 
submit a claim by 15 March 2004. 
In an attempt to convince 
customers to take advantage of 
its offer, Lindows has developed 
an ‘Instant Settlement Wizard’ 
that makes claiming your money 
extremely simple. It dedicates 
offices in San Diego to processing 
any claims that are made. 
A statement on the Lindows 
website says, “Using this site is 
free, and if you qualify, any of the 
software products you purchase 
are paid for from your Instant 
Settlement, so you can put your 
wallet and credit card away.” 
Wwww.msfreepc.com 


Lindows has developed 
an ‘Instant Settlement 

| Wizard’ to make claiming 
your money very simple. 





Proceso Pisoni Pd 
ee 


ar LIEH ts apthen me " 


mira] 


Miir S Se be 


palaren nerti herien 
nk piaci i 





The Earth Simulator will not only be able to predict day-to-day conditions, but 
will also forewarn us of major climatic events, such as heatwaves and hurricanes. 


was first fired up in March 2002, 
is the world's biggest and fastest 
computer. It's ten times more 
powerful than anything else 
currently available within the 
UK. The simulator consists of 


640 individual nodes, linked 
by 83,000 high-speed cables. 
It's housed in a building with 
a floor space equivalent to 
four tennis courts. 
www.nerc.ac.uk 
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The simulator 
consists of 640 
individual nodes, 
linked by 83,000 
high-speed cables. 





MS 
Spammers will 


be made to pay 


he Government has finally 

made spam a criminal 
offence. In an attempt to halt 
the tidal wave of unsolicited 
messages received by all 
computer users, a new law will 
be brought forward on 11 
December. From this date on, 
spammers will be fined up to 
£5,000 in a magistrates court, or 
face an unlimited penalty from a 
judge and jury. The powers that 
be have stopped short, however, 
of imposing a jail sentence. 
Communications Minister 
Stephen Timms, who is behind 
the new laws, said, “These 
regulations will help combat the 
global nuisance of unsolicited 
emails and texts by enshrining 
in law rights that give consumers 





more say over who can use 
their personal details.” 

Under the new measures, 
all companies will have to obtain 
permission from an individual 
before sending them an email 
or text message. The regulations 
don't, however, cover business 
addresses — an exclusion that 
has angered much of the Internet 
community. Spamhaus, for 
example, has accused the 
Government of effectively 
legalising the sending of 
unsolicited messages to UK 
businesses. A statement from 
the anti-spam organisation said, 
“Britain's firms will continue to 
suffer the onslaught of ever 
more spam, now from 
spammers claiming legality.” 

The other problem with the 
regulations is that much of the 
spam we receive comes from 
abroad, meaning that its 
perpetrators will be out of the 
Government's reach. Legislation 
covering the entire EU is due to 
come into force on 31 October, 
but even this won't cover the 
United States or Asia, where 
most spammers operate. 
www.ukonline.gov.uk 


Spammers will be fined £5,000. 








BRIEF HISTORY 


So, who invented the floppy disk? 
The floppy disk drive was invented 
by Alan Shugart in 1967 at IBM. It 
used, what were initially called 
‘memory disks’ that were 8in in 
diameter with a whopping 160KB 
of storage space. At the time it was 
a revolution as compact cassettes 
had only been used for storage up 
to that point. The 5.25in disk came 
along in 1976 again from Alan 
Shugart, but this time working 

for Wang Laboratories, with the 
modern 3.5in disk appearing in 
1980 thanks to Sony. 


Why were they 

called floppy disks? 

The term ‘floppy’ was adopted as 
the initial 8in disks, and then the 
more familiar 5.25in disks, were 
encased in a plastic outer casing that 
was, well, floppy. The more modern 
3.5in disk is encased in a harder 
plastic shell but the name stuck. 


OK. So how does it store 
information then? 

It's a magnetic medium just like your 
hard drive. Inside the plastic casing 
of a 3.5in floppy is a disk of what 

is really just the same stuff that 
cassettes are made from: iron oxide. 
The read/write head of the floppy 
drive records or erases tracks of 
data onto the disk's surface. 


They don't store much, do they? 
Well, the original 8in disks could 
only manage 160KB, which is 
amazing when you consider that the 
disk was the size of a dinner plate, 
but, it wasn’t the disks themselves 
but the accuracy of the read/write 
head of the disk drive. The 5.25in 
disk could manage 360KB, with the 
modern 3.5in disk storing 1.44MB. 


Wasn't there a weird shaped 
disk from Amstrad? 
That's right. Initially incorporated into 


their CPC664 and CPC6128 computers, 
the disks became very popular thanks 
to Amstrad’s typewriter replacement, 
the PCW8256. It became somewhat of 
an obssession with owners to locate 
supplies of these disks when the 
manufacturer called it a day. 


Is the CD-RW the new floppy disk? 
In a way yes, in that it can be used to 
transport data from one PC to another. 
However, the CD-RW is more complex 
than the floppy and takes longer to 
write even the simplest of data to its 
surface, so if all you want to do is 
make a quick back-up of a letter, the 
floppy disk still has a lot going for it. 
But CD-RW drives will get faster. 





The term ‘floppy’ was adopted as the 
8in disks were encased in a plastic 
outer casing that was, well, floppy. 


the floppy drive. However, 

even with today’s advanced 
operating systems like Windows 
XP Microsoft still recommends 
creating a bootable floppy disk 
to recover from a system crash 
that renders your CD-ROM drive 
inaccessible. So there may still 
be some life in the floppy yet. 


Are the floppies days numbered? 
Apple was the first to completely 
leave out the floppy disk drive on 
their desktop PCs, but now we're 
seeing Windows based laptop 
manufacturers also leaving out 
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Desktop Diary 


Chris Bidmead 


chris.bidmead @futurenet.co.uk 


Chris Bidmead has been using 
and writing about computers | 
for more years than he < 

cares to remember 


DVD standards have reinforced Chris Bidmead's view 
that a little knowledge can be a very dangerous thing 


trange that a book about politics with the uninviting title “Why 

Do People Hate America” should be an international bestseller, 
but we live in strange times. It was also strange to find in the book 
an analysis of today’s pressing geo-political problems that you 
could lift right out and apply to the world of IT. Chris Date, the 
authority on relational databases, explained it to me a decade 
ago as “The Law of Strawberry Jam”. The America’ book calls it 
“knowledgeable ignorance’. 

Knowing stuff is great, but not knowing can be okay too. 
Someone called ignorance “the journalists best friend” — it lets 
you approach a subject from the same angle as your readers, and 
ask the questions they might ask. I've recently been investigating 
DVD standards, talking to product managers, PR folks and engineers, 
and my initial ignorance was a valuable springboard. But as | 
conducted more and more interviews, | realised | was getting 
bogged down in Dates strawberry jam. 

The discussion with Chris Date was about how a whole spectrum 
of people, from end users right up to software engineers, had 
a completely wrong idea about what a relational database was. 
| won't expound on it here, but relational databases aren't about 
‘relating’ one file to another, as everyone seemed to think, or about 
relational operators like ‘greater than’ and ‘less than’, as the authors 
of a popular database program of the day flatly declared in their 
manual. When Dates chum Ted Codd first nurtured the concept in 
his IBM labs, the few people who knew about it, really did know 
about it. “But knowledge Is like strawberry jam,” Chris Date told me. 
“The wider you spread it the thinner it gets.” 

The America’ book fingers the same problem. The magnificent 
information technology that thrives in the climate of US capitalism 
empowers the flow of wealth and news at a rate never before 
rivalled in the history of the world. But too much of the ‘wealth’ is 
Enron-style mush, and too much of the ‘news’ — and the warm 
sense of knowing it bequeaths on its consumers — is purest 
Disneyland. In the guise of ‘intelligence’ it creates the dangerous 
State of knowledgeable ignorance that allows Bush to drop bombs 
on something called ‘The Axis of Evil’ like Don Quixote fighting the 
windmills, and then write off the thousands of killed and injured 
civilians as ‘collateral damage’. 

| ran into similar knowledgeable ignorance about how the various 
DVD formats do their stuff. Trying to piece the picture together was 
tough — although trivial, | suppose, compared, say, to picking up body 
parts. But the lesson I've learnt is — knowing is good, but knowing 
what we don't know Is crucial. 


Do you agree with Chris? Write in and let us know 


©) mailbox@futurenet.co.uk FORUM 
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Alternatively, join in our online 
discussions at 
http://forum.pcplus.co.uk 








'NTERNET 


MS saves the children 


Mion has announced that it's 
shutting down its Internet chat 
rooms in 28 countries around the 
world. By the time you read this, the 
US giant will have closed all MSN 
chat services in Europe, the Middle 
East and Africa. Planned for 14 
October, the coup will also take 

in much of Latin America. 

According to Microsoft, the reason 
behind this mass shutdown is user 
safety. Bill and his chums believe 
that unmonitored chatrooms have 
become too attractive to spammers, 
and particularly paedophiles. They're 
concerned that their services are 
endangering children by giving 
perverts an open platform on which 
to operate. Geoff Sutton, European 
General Manager of Microsoft MSN, 


said, “This is a decision based 
upon consumer experiences, 
child protection and our strategic 
investment to build up MSN 
Messenger. The straightforward 
truth of the matter is that free, 
unmoderated chat isn't safe.” 
Microsoft will continue to 
provide unrestricted chat services 
in the United States, Canada and 
Japan. These will only be accessible 
to subscribers, though. Users must 
register their billing details and 
identities, making them easier 
to police. 
The decision to close down 
the forums has led to large-scale 
protests from free speech groups 
and the Internet community. Online 
forums have, of course, been a part 





P2P companies strike back 


hited propose new methods 
policing music online. 


ix peer-to-peer companies have 

hit back at the RIAA, calling its 
methods ‘dinosaur’, and proposing 
alternative methods for the policing 
of music online. The P2P United 
lobbying group, set up specifically 
to fight the Recording Industry 
Association of America, was 
officially launched this month, and 
immediately set about making up 
lost ground in the file transfer war. 
Members of the organisation were, 
predictably, heavily critical of the 
RIAA practice of suing alleged file 
downloaders, and called on the US 
Congress to find an alternative 
solution to the conflict. 

The lobbying group wants to see 
a scheme put in place where online 
music is covered by licensing fees, in 
a similar way to songs played on the 
radio. This system could force record 
labels to make their tunes available 
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to peer-to-peer networks for a 
standard price. Adam Eisgrau, 
the group's Executive Director, 
said, “It's long overdue for the 
Tyrannosaurical recording industry 
to stop blaming and suing its 
customers to cover up the industry's 
own glaring failures to adapt yet 
again to a new technology.” 
Meanwhile, the movie industry 
is attempting to halt the growing 
trend of people taking films from 
the Net before it reaches the same 
level as music downloading. The 
Motion Picture Association of 
America has begun a nation-wide 
‘piracy awareness’ campaign in 
cinemas and on television, and is 
planning to spread the ‘stealing is 
bad’ message in schools next 
month. We're sure the kids can 
hardly wait. 
WWwW.riaa.com 
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of the World Wide Web since its 


inception, and have provided 


much of the impetus behind its 
huge growth. “Chat was one of 


those things that was a bit 





hippyish. It was free and open,” 
said Geoff Sutton. “A small 
minority have changed that 

for everyone. It's very sad.” 
www.microsoft.com 


INTERNET M 
Verisign off 


omain name provider 
Verisign has cancelled 


its service which automatically 


redirected people to its site 
if they mis-typed web 
addresses. Site Finder, which 
was launched in September, 
has caused a great deal of 
controversy amongst the 
Internet community for 
effectively hi-jacking users 
and helping spammers. 

The scheme meant 
that anyone who incorrectly 
entered a URL was confronted 
by a Verisign site offering a 
list of similarly-spelt sites. 
Previously, you would have 
seen an error message. 
Critics claimed that the 
domain name firm had 
over-stepped its authority 
in automatically 
re-directing users without 
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their permission. The service 
was also accused of rendering 
spam filters ineffective, affecting 
automated tools and services, 
and interfering with privacy. 
The Internet Corporation 
for Assigned Names and 
Numbers (ICANN) had given 
Verisign until last Friday to 
restore. com and .net web 
domains to how they were 
before the service started. 
The provider asked for an 
extension to the deadline to 
give it more time to implement 
the changes, but was refused. 
It's now said to be ‘considering 
its options’. A statement from 
ICANN said, “There have been 
widespread expressions of 
concern about the impact of 
these changes on the security 
and the stability of the Internet.” 
www.verisign.com 
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Site Finder is 
accused of hi- 
jacking users 
and helping 

| spammers. 








PREVIEW 


Pentium 4 HT 
Extreme Edition 


A clock speed of 3.2GHz, 2MB extra cache. Alan Dexter 
finds out just how extreme the new Pentium 4 really is 


EXTAEME 
EDITION 





everyone at the recent Intel 

Developer Forum, with its 
announcement that there was 
a new variant of the Pentium 4, 
called the Pentium 4 Extreme 
Edition. Aimed at the enthusiast 
market (read gamer), this is 
basically a 3.2GHz spin of the 
Pentium 4C with an additional 
2MB of level-3 cache. This 
effectively makes the chip a Xeon, 
although hopefully it will be a 
little more affordable than Intel's 
server offering. 

The actual chip looks like 
a regular Pentium 4, but with 
a few more components on its 
underside. The good news is that 


ntel surprised just about 
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Aimed at the 
enthusiast market, this 
is basically a 3.2GHz 
spin of the Pentium 

4C with an additional 
2MB of level-3 cache. 


Intel has tested the chip on all 
the standard 865 and 875 
motherboards and has had no 
problems, so there's no need 
to upgrade specifically for the 
Pentium 4EE. Chips are expected 
to start seeing the light of day by 
November, with OEMs being 
Intel's main audience. 

Intel managed to get a chip 
to us just before going to press 
so that we could assess its 
performance. Rather interestingly 
the biggest increases we saw 
over a standard 3GHz chip was 
actually in SYSMark 2002, where 
the overall score jumped from 286 
to 310. For a chip designed with 
the gamer in mind, it's ironic that 


3.2GHz P4 HT EE vs 3GHz P4 


3.2GHz P4EE 3GHzP4 


3D Mark 2001SE 11,046 


% increase 


10,765 2.61% 





3D Mark 2003 1,463 


1,438 1.74% 





Aquamark 3 19,362 


19,039 1.70% 





Quake Ill Arena 328.9 


315 441% 





PC Mark 2002 - 7815 


7446 4.96% 





PC Mark 2002 - 13,399 


8,647 54.96% 





PC Mark 2002 - 688 


678 1.47% 





Sandra Max3! - 9445 


9,267 1.92% 





Sandra Max3! - CPU Multimedia 14,817 


13,887 6.70% 





Sandra Max3! - Memory 4796 


4,780 0.33% 





SYSMark 2002 - ICC 466 


433 762% 





SYSMark 2002 - 
SYSMark 2002 - 


OP 206 


Overall 


Test configuration 
Motherboard - Abit 1C7-MAX3 
HDD - IBM 40GB 7200rpm GFX - Radeon 8500 





189 
286 


8.99% 
8.39% 


Memory - 512MB DDR400 








The chip looks like a regular Pentium 4, 
but with a few more components. 


office applications should see the 
largest gain. 

One potential fly in the ointment 
for Intel on the gaming front is the 
fact that the latest DirectX 9 graphics 
cards are taking over more and more 
of the 3D rendering process. The 
intention is that in the future the 
processor will only be responsible for 
Al, physics and game code, leaving 
all of the 3D setup and rendering to 
the GPU. With the rendering being 
such an important part of the 


gaming pipeline, this means that 
CPUs are going to become less 
central to the process. 

This is highlighted perfectly 
by 3DMark 03, where only a slight 
increase in the overall score was 
noted between a 3GHz P4 and the 
3.2GHz P4EE — despite an increase in 
the first CPU from 63.2fps to 75.8fps. 
A similar result was seen in 
AquaMark 3, where a 10% increase 
in processing power saw less than 
a 2% raise in overall performance. 

With the chip aimed squarely 
at the enthusiast market, you can 
expect system manufacturers to 
produce some pretty amazing 
systems to show off the processor's 
capabilities. When coupled with a 
Radeon 9800XT and 1GB of RAM 
it should be capable of giving an 
Athlon 64 FX-51 a run for its money. 
And of course the timing of this 
release really does smell of Intel 
trying to spoil AMD's party, at least 
when it comes to 32-bit applications. 


FIRST LOOKS 





Palm Tungsten E 

INFO www.palm.com 

Alongside the Tungsten T3, the new entry-level 
E model is reminiscent of the popular Palm V. 
A fast ARM processor, updated OS and 32MB 
RAM make it an attractive proposition. 





Sony Micro Vault 

with Fingerprint Access 

INFO www.sony-europe.com 

Sony has added an extra level of security to 
its 128MB portable storage stick. Store up to 
ten fingerprints using the small biometric pad. 





Advent MC3010 

INFO www.pcworld.co.uk 

PC World jumps on the Media Center 
bandwagon with a compact lifestyle PC that 
comes with a 2.6GHz Pentium 4, 160GB HD 
and TV tuner. Get all this for only £999 inc VAT. 





LaCie photon20vision 

INFO www.lacie.com 

Perfect for designers and ideal for home 
users, this 20-inch LCD combines a 1,600x 
1,200 resolution and superb brightness and 
contrast with a price tag of £739 ex VAT. 





Microtek ScanMaker 5950 

INFO www.microtek.com 

Urging you to move towards a truly paperless 
office, the ScanMaker 5950 offers a 2,400x 
4800 dpi resolution, 48-bit colour depth and 
USB 2.0 connectivity. And all for £230 inc VAT. 


roe iy H. i r A - mir 
ABIT AI7 
INFO www.abit.com.tw 

New motherboards are coming thick and fast, 
many with specialist extras. ABIT’s forthcoming 
Al7 features the uGuru microprocessor for 
hardware monitoring and overclocking. 








Things lo Come 


Martin Banks 
martin.banks @futurenet.co.uk 


Martin Banks has been a 
journalist writing about 
hi-tech since 1968, and 

personal computers since 
1977. He has even won 

awards for it 





Martin Banks looks into the future and explores 
the possible capabilities of Utility Data Centres 


OF time will tell as to whether | have seen ‘THE’ future, but I've 
certainly seen A future in operation. That future is utility 
computing, the provision of IT as a service, as required. l'm the first 
to admit that this future is still some years off, but it will happen in 
some form, and it will affect the way we go about using computers. 

So where did | see this ‘future’? In Bristol, at the UK home of HP's 
laboratories. It is there the company has built one of its two Utility 
Data Centres (UDC) in the world, experimental systems that are 
nonetheless being used for real, providing IT services to a bunch of 
very demanding users. The UDC consists of a large bunch of racked 
servers that can be dynamically assigned to specific tasks, as and 
when required. 

For example, a group of researchers need a system with `X 
hardware resources, `Y” operating systems and `Z applications and 
utilities, and they only want it for two days, starting next Wednesday. 
In the old days (the current days for most of us) that would mean 
buy it, or do without. Now, the systems administrators can configure 
some of the available resources into the virtual system required, and 
set the time at which it should miraculously appear. 

When its no longer needed its simply ‘torn down’ - a wonderfully 
graphic description - no longer to ‘exist’. 

To be fair the UDC is experimental and, in the great scheme of 
things, small and tightly controlled. But imagine just for a second 
being at home, sitting at a client system, and being able to order 
up the type of system you really want, and need. You pay for it 
on a time-by-resources-used basis and once you've finished, 
it disappears. 

If this does happen, and | really do think it will long term (why 
should | have to buy a system that is usually obsolete the second 
| place the order) the client system will not be a PC, for reasons that 
are software-related. One thing HP has found with the UDC is that 
most existing applications are incredibly badly written, doing all sorts 
of naughty things like direct hardware access which makes them 
dangerous in a utility environment. This is even true for supposedly 
‘new’ versions of old apps. So they will have to die off. 

In addition, interaction and interoperability between user client 
systems and servers will push the use of Java, which is best at 
home on Linux. This is already becoming the lingua franca of 
servers, and is moving in on client systems, particularly thin 
clients such as mobile phones and PDAs. It already runs on more 
hardware platforms than any other operating system - from phones 
to mainframes. 


Do you agree with Martin? Write in and let us know 


; ; 7 Alternatively, join in our online 
FORUM $ s 
mailbox@futurenet.co.u discussione at 


http://forum.pcplus.co.uk 
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Wi-Fi comes to a phone box near you 


With the imminent rollout of Openzone, BT's Wi-Fi 
initiative will offer wireless broadband enabled phone 
boxes across the capital by Christmas. PC Plus talked 
to David Hughes, CEO of BT Wireless Broadband 


Could you tell us a bit about BT's 
Openzone project? 


BT Openzone’s key objectives in terms of 
site rollout are to have 4,000 sites within the 
UK by the summer of 2004. The strategy behind 
this is to ensure that all key locations within a 
business traveller's day are covered with the BT 
Openzone service. Thus, sites such as Airports, 
motorway service stations, hotels, railway 
stations, business conference centres and coffee 
shops are key. To enable us to demonstrate the 
service to consumers we're working with some 
high street retailers to take the service to them. 
BT Openzone is also working with other Wi-Fi 
operators globally to offer roaming between 
our Service in the UK and theirs internationally. 
Agreements are already in place with Telia in 
Scandanavia and Airpath in the US. 


How will Openzone impact on other 
businesses offering the same service? Why 
would a customer choose Openzone? 


By offering our customers a choice of 
payment and access methods, we are aiming 
to attract both ad hoc and permanent users. 
We are constantly working to ensure that the 
customer experience is simple and complete. 


How fast do you expect the uptake 
of Wi-Fi technology to be? 


There's a lot of activity in the market to 
drive the take up of Wi-Fi technology. Intel and 


the hardware vendors are working with service 
providers such as BT Openzone. Wireless 
broadband services are seen as complementary 
to using Broadband at home. BT has launched a 
new service called BT Broadband Traveller which 
includes BT Broadband, BT Voyager, our wireless 
access product for home use, and BT Openzone. 


Do you think Wi-Fi users will opt for a 
yearly or monthly subscription, or will a 
pay-as-you-go model be more popular? 


We see that there will be a mix of use 
depending on customer profiles. More corporate 
users are looking at a subscription service 
whilst early adopters or individuals are taking 
up pay-as-you-go via vouchers or credit cards. 
We need to continually adapt and introduce 
new tariffs to meet the market needs. The 
recent introduction of BT Openzone Plan — 
our corporate account — is an example of this. 


At the moment building a wireless 
LAN in your home is fairly easy. How do 
you think that Openzone in-a-box will 
impact domestic wireless networking? 


The two services should be seen as 
complementary. Openzone in a Box is targeted 
at the small business user such as independent 
coffee shops, golf clubs, pubs and clubs who 
wish to set themselves up as a BT Openzone 
site. Their key aim is to help drive footfall to their 
business and to spend more, and spend more 
time with them. The wireless LAN in the home 
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will help to drive the overall market awareness 
levels of the technology. BT Voyager and BT 
Openzone have recently launched a special offer 
of free BT Openzone access when consumers 
purchase BT Voyager products from PC World. 


Is Internet access via Openzone secure? 


BT Openzone Users that access the service 
are given direct connection to the Internet Cloud 
via a BINetFlex circuit with resilience. There are 
no ISP's associated with this service. Additionally, 
if customers have the appropriate client on their 
PC then they can access their Corporate Intranet 
by creating a secure end to end link from their 
PC to their LAN. 


What do you think the future of Wi-Fi 
and broadband wireless access to the 
Internet will be? 


Businesses benefit in terms of flexible 
working, plus time and cost savings through 
the use of wireless broadband services, such 
as BT Openzone already. As the network 
grows, and as the deployment of Wi-Fi 
enabled devices becomes standard, the 
take up will then have a wider impact. 
www.btopenzone.com 





news blitz 


LOVE BYTES As readers of our sister 
mag Connect will know, online dating is 
becoming a phenomenon - but people 
are now criticising online sites for being 
too accurate with their psychological 


analyses. After 500 psychological 
questions, there's little chance of 
opposites attracting. Something of 
a problem when demanding sexy, 
interesting and outgoing partners. 


HALF-LIFT In an embarrassing incident for 
both Valve Software and Microsoft's 
Outlook team, hackers have successfully 
stolen the entire Half-Life 2 source code, 
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uploading it onto the Internet. While 

this doesn't contain the assets required 

to actually play the game, cheaters are 
undoubtedly already working on ways 

to tip the balance of power in their favour. 


SCHOOL OF HARD DISKS The MP/RIAA is 
taking the fight against file-swapping into 
American schools, promoting games like 
‘Starving Artist’, in which children are 
encouraged to create a musical act, write 
lyrics and produce a CD cover, only to be 
told that it's worthless thanks to Internet 
pirates. And also, that Darwin was a crank, 
the sun revolves around the Earth and 
that Coca-Cola is fizzy toothpaste. 


PREVIOUSLY, ON XP Microsoft is reported 
to be attempting to jazz up its image by 


getting its software portfolio featured 
on the hit TV series 24. Taking forever 


to deal with modern day disasters, each 


hour brings further complications and 
contrived solutions, only to crash to a 
heart-stopping halt on an hourly basis. 
24 meanwhile is a techno-thriller 
starring Kiefer Sutherland. 


SURREAL RESEARCH The yearly 
IgNoble awards have now been issued, 
celebrating the work of ‘improbable 
researchers’ from around the planet. 
Walking away with awards were ‘An 
Analysis of the Forces Required to 

Drag Sheep over Various Surfaces’, 

the scientists who determined that 
London taxi drivers are smarter than 
the average Londoner, and a detailed 


report into the world’s first known case 
of homosexual necrophilia between 
mallards. The purpose of the IgNobles 
is “To make people laugh, then make 
them think”. 


KRAKATOA, NO JAVA Sun is gearing 
up for the launch of the Java Desktop, 
an attempt to seize a piece of the 
corporate Linux pie using next to no 
Java technology whatsoever. You get 
the main Linux desktop — not Java - 
along with StarOffice 7 - also not 
Java - the Evolution email client - 
still not Java — and a few other non- 
Java goodies, before finally coming to 
the freely available Java VM system. 
They could at least bundle it with a 
few packets of good coffee... 





Plus 


We answer your letters 








This month our caring sharing readers move away from technology 
to show theyre also concerned about animals and the environment 


Switch off 
The Government funded UK 
Environment Agency recently released 
a report which claims that some of 
Britains biggest and most trusted 
companies have, and are continuing 
to cause environmental damage by 
allowing chemicals to pollute rivers 
and the countryside. 
But its not just chemical pollution 
that should be concerning us. There are 
less tangible pollutants being emitted 
by the tonne into the environment by 
UK companies. According to research 
from the Lawrence Berkeley University 
in California, the energy used by a PC 
left on 24 hours a day causes the 
generation of one tonne of CO’a year. 
In 2002, this amounted to 2.8 million 
tons and is estimated to rise to 3.7 
million tons globally a year by 2020 
if nothing is done to curb this waste. 
This is a huge waste, and is even 
more shocking when you consider 
that most PCs are not in use, at night 
or on weekends. 
The solution is simple. Companies 
should introduce a ‘switch off’ policy 
similar to that employed during the 
80's miners strike. Ideally, individual 
employees would take responsibility for 
powering down their PCs at the end of 
the day, but this is unlikely to happen 
as employees forget to do so. For just 
a few pounds, a simple piece of 
software can be 
installed on 
company PCs, 
which will 
automatically 
shut them 
down overnight. 

In addition to the benefits for the 

environment, the cost savings are 

around £5000 to £10,000 per 100 

PCs per year, according to the 

UK Governments Energy 

Efficiency program. 

When the solution is this simple, 
the economy Is so depressed and the 
Government is offering tax concessions 
to businesses adopting environmental 
working practices, its baffling why 
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The UK Environment Agency needs to adopt a stiffer approach to enforcing policies on 


wasteful companies. 


more companies don't do something 
about this needless energy and 
financial waste. 

Sumir Karayi, Director, 1E 


The IT 
industry has had a chequered past 
when it comes to responsibility 
towards the environment. When 
CRT monitors were being shipped 
with PCs in the thousands, they 
were bound by existing policies on 
emissions and renewable materials 
— policies for system towers have 
been few and far between and 
mostly voluntary. It could be argued 
that government concessions were 
initially made to encourage business 
growth in this sector. There's no 
excuse now for a firmer hand to 
introduce more stringent 
environmental policies. Attending 
to wasteful power uses, while an 
admirable policy, seems too little 
too late but should at least be 
enforced rather than bribed 
into place. 


Media Center breakdown 

| find myself in an unusual position. 

I'm awaiting the next incarnation of 
windows with bated breath. Windows 
XP Media Center Edition sounds like the 
culmination of what I've been trying to 
do with my PC since a few years ago, 
with varying levels of satisfaction. A 
bundled package, | would hope, will 
centralise all the operations of watching 
and recording digital or streamed 
television, doubling as the centre of 

a cinema system and offering digital 
music throughout the house at the 
touch of a button. 

As windows moves towards this 
goal, it begged me to question the 
quality of the products I'm using in my 
PC for home entertainment. We can 
follow this argument throughout the 
PC from DVD, cables to the LCD output. 
If the role of the PC is moving towards 
an entertainment system, surely the 
way we evaluate the quality of the 
components must also change. 
| realise Microsoft are only currently 
offering this as an OEM product, but 


Your opinions count 


Tell us what you think about companies and products in the IT industry, 
and give us your comments and suggestions regarding PC Plus 


©) pcplus.editor@futurenet.co.uk 
(F) Fax a printed letter to Mailbox - 01225 732295 


M] Send a printed letter to: Mailbox, PC Plus, Future Publishing, 
30 Monmouth Street, Bath, BA1 2BW 


FORUM 





Could you clarify the situation with regards to VAT payable on software 

downloads. The Customs and Excise site appears to state that UK 

businesses downloading 

software from an EU supplier pay 

idk ie YAT eia hura Pare VAT at the UK rate, but individuals 
pay VAT at the rate in the country 

‘adil aca! N r aches of the supplier. 
[es Oi E Pasi John Knight 


tree hindi rn raith oh YAL 
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Bpa } s - Whenever VAT is involved it's 
aes ea eae best to get an expert opinion. 
Saee mama eer | Always in pursuit of expert 
knowledge we asked VAT 
Consultant, Robert Killington, 
pose your VAT related questions. who runs a VAT advice site at 


Win a fantastic set of Creative peripherals! 


We've teamed up with Creative Labs to offer this month's 7.1 surround sound. The generosity doesn’t stop there, 

star letter writer a set of peripherals, worth £140. The winner however. Pen our most interesting letter, and you'll also 

will receive a Sound Blaster Audigy 2 NX USB 2.0 sound card. receive a Creative Webcam NX, boasting resolutions of up to 
This device features 24-bit/96KHz playback, and support for 640x480, automatic exposure and white balance control. 








VAT on software downloads 


www.vatark.co.uk, for the definitive answer to this one: 

“Quite simply yes, Customs & Excise are correct. If a UK business 
supplies software that its customers can download, the VAT treatment 
of these supplies is as follows: 


Business in other EU country Outside scope of UK VAT 
Individual in other EU country UK VAT charged 


Many businesses based outside the EU now have to charge VAT 

at the local rate on downloaded software. So buying software from 

a US website is likely to bear UK VAT. This means the days of VAT free 
software from the Internet have gone. Some suppliers have set up 
bases in other EU countries to take advantage of these rules, which 
mean that a person buying software from a company ‘based’ in 
Luxembourg will only pay 15 per cent VAT.” 





FROM THE FORUMS 


Product activation 


Tolien72 
There's talk that Adobe's going to do it with the next version 
of Photoshop. 


Dan90251 

Sadly I think the subscription based model is here to stay. 
What's more is they can make extra cash just by reinventing the 
Ul every year. 


Richard Cobbett 

Macromedia, Curious Labs, Valve...far too many. | can’t stand 
product activation, purely because | know that nobody who does 
it is going to be around forever. 


lanwrudge 

Yep, | reckon many users haven't really thought this angle through 
too carefully. It's not unlike the ‘residual poison’ way of controlling 
a victim, as in Dune. 


Unity 

I think the real question is whether this will have any effect 
whatsoever on reducing software piracy to which the answer, to 
date, seems not at all. As far as I can see, product activation is 
nothing more than the modern equivalent of the good old ‘Dongle’ 
which was so universally loathed that even folks with the properly 
licensed software would crack it to enable them to get rid of the 
damn thing... 


Tomo 

It seems to me that the general message to developers is to 
take it on the jaw and, if your product is good, you'll shift units 
regardless of piracy levels. I can see the point of ‘attempting’ 
to prevent piracy, but there will always be snide people out for 
something for nothing. 


Tolian72 

If software's good, and at the right price, then people will pay good 
money for it. Software that’s no different from a previous version or 
full of bugs and at some ridiculous price gets pirated to the hilt. 


Tomo 

Fair enough, but it begs the question: If a commercial product isn't up 
to snuff then can piracy be seen as a legitimate method of making 
the point about the quality or price of the package to the developer? 


SwissMac 
It all comes down to money in the end doesn't it? Some whizkid 
accountant fresh out of management school with a $100,000 MBA 
has to justify the cost of the education to his boss. He works out 
how many people in the world earn enough or have enough money 
to buy their software, deduct the number of packages they've 
shipped, and then labels all the others ‘pirates’. Boss shouts 
“We're losing HOW much through piracy each year!!!?” and promptly 
sets up a division to sort it out. 

To pay for the extra costs, prices are increased. Bill Gates 
has gone on record to say he only wants to leave his kids’ $10 
million each in his will. Well, Bill, if $10 million is good enough for 
your kids, why do YOU need to keep $40 billion cash in 
the bank at Microsoft? Dollars aren't points in the game of life. 


=> www.futureforums.co.uk/pcplus 
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Microsoft's Media Center Edition of Windows XP could introduce new approaches to 


reviewing PCs. 


many small and independent stores 
will have access to the OEM product, 
and will be able to offer high quality 
PC's with Media Center at their core. 
Can | ask if PC Plus would consider 
evaluating computer hardware not just 
on their qualities for a workstation 
/gamestation, but also from the 
perspective of a media centre. If | was 
to buy a new amplifier for my Hi-Fi, 
| would read countless articles on 
quality of components and output, if 
the PCs role also changes, | would look 
towards the computer magazines to 
provide this new role for computers. 
Gordon Sinclair 


Deputy Editor, Dean Evans replies: 
In PC Plus we always strive to review 
each PC on its own merits, whether 
it's a stripped-down corporate 
system or a bloated multimedia 
machine. Media Center PCs are still 
full-blown PCs — the Media Center 
UI only simplifies access to key 
applications such as the TV tuner, 
music playback, and so on. For now, 
the PC part of a Media Center is still 
the most important, so we'll 
continue to focus on processor 
power, HD size and SYSMark‘d 
performance. We will mention 
good AV-style components where 
possible, and should the PC's role 
evolve from desktop system to the 
sort of pure entertainment server 
that you hope it will become, we'll 
follow its progress. 


The assembly bell rings 

You have an article on Assembly (the 
demoparty in Helsinki, Finland) and | 
was wondering if you wanted further 
information about it. I'm part of 
AssemblyOrganising, the crew that 
basically sets up the party every year, 
and more specifically am a member of 
LiveCrew, who are responsible for 
AssemblyTV, the live stream that goes 
out to the Internet (and to the local 


cable network) every year. | was 
primarily wondering who the author 
was, as | saw your Mindcandy feature 
as well a few months ago. lm just 
happy that demoparties are finally 
making the computer magazines, it's 
taken us a long time to get recognition 
— we lost a lot of momentum after 
the Amiga went down. | was 
disappointed however to see that 

the author didn’t mention the truly 
awesome 64K demo Zooms, which 
has to be seen to be believed. 

Later this year, things will start to 
happen on a UK Demo Party. It won't 
be quite on the same scale as ASM — 
probably just a couple of hundred 
people — but still substantial enough 
to warrant interest. Thank you very 
much for an entertaining magazine 
all these years. 

Matthew Walster 


Features Editor, Richard Cobbett, 
replies: Sadly, we didn't have space 
to discuss the specific demos and 
games on display on the net, 
although the next person who 
emails me a link to Frontal Assault 
will find themselves both literally 
and metaphorically dead. The demo 
scene is certainly a fascinating topic 
for many old school PC Plus readers, 
and we'll undoubtedly be returning 
to it in the future. 


Cover CDs for offer 

Over the years I've been collecting your 
cover CDs. My collection goes back to 
No 2 — | missed the first — and runs up 
to December 1999. (I have copies after 
this date, but don’t regard them part of 
the collection) find | have to leave the 
country, and can't take them with me. 
May | offer them to your readers 
through your pages? 

Roger C Haslock 


Editor, lan Robson replies: We receive 
a few offers like this from time to 





time and while our back issues 
department capably serves more 
recent issues (via customerservice 
@futurenet.co.uk), we rarely have 
stock of anything dating this far 
back. If any reader would like to 
take up Mr Haslock’s offer please 
send an email to pcpluseditor@ 
futurenet.co.uk with the subject 
line ‘cover cds’ and I'll be happy 

tO pass on your details. 


Paws for thought 

We run our veterinary hospital 
software on a Unix server, which is 
attached to an Intel 2011b wireless 
access point. This allows connection 
of HP/Compaq EPCS in our offices 
and consulting rooms using Netgear 
MA101 USB adaptors. 

In the last month or two | noticed 
that whenever a perfectly normal 
looking couple came to see me 
with their chocolate Labrador our 
wireless network went down. It got 
to the point where one morning when 
the network connection was lost in 
the middle of a consultation that | 


Said to the current client that | would 
bet them there was a chocolate 
Labrador in the waiting room. | was 
right but what confused me is that 
generally the network is stable. We 
were having quite a joke about it. 

| told them that they didn't really 
look like aliens, which cheered them 
up a lot! On a slightly more scientific 
basis | asked about unusual mobile 
phones, and so on, but they didn't 
have one. As soon as they left the 
surgery the network would re-establish 
wireless contact. | finally realised 
when one day they had the only car 
in the car park and that they were 
parking their VW Passat next to our 
office where the access point is 
located. The car was about three 
metres from the access point but 
not blocking line of sight to the 
disconnected terminals. As soon 

as they drove away the network 
connected again. | asked them to 
park at the other end of the car park 
next time they came and this has 
solved the problem. What | can't 
work out is why the Passat interferes 


SUBSCRIBE ONLINE 








with the 24GHz transmission. Lots of 
other cars park in this position and 
cause no problem. The owners tell me 
that there is nothing unusual in the car 
but | havent been able to test it with 
another Passat. Any ideas? 

David Holmes BVSc MRCVS, Golden 
Valley Veterinary Hospital 


Editor, lan Robson replies: This 

is indeed a mystery. By simple 
deduction you have identified the 
culprit as the Passat and it simply 
must have something transmitting 
on (or near) the 2.4GHz bandwidth. 
It may be a remote key lock, or 
Starter transmission but whatever 
it is, it's unlikely you can do anything 
to rectify the situation with the car. 
If it's becoming an issue then your 
best bet is to adjust the channel 
used by your wireless network. 
But then, of course, the car might 
be using a spread spectrum which 
will rubbish this course of action 
immediately. Any VW Passat 
owners/experts out there with 

any suggestions? PCP 
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Plus 


Let our resident legal expert fight your fight 


If you have a gripe with a company, 
a compliment for one, or even a 
suggestion for future Campaign 
topics, we want to hear from you. 

To help us help you, please include 
all appropriate reference/serial 
numbers and your full contact details. 


© campaign @futurenet.co.uk 


® Fax a printed letter to 
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M] Send a printed letter to: 
Campaign, PC Plus, 
Future Publishing, 

30 Monmouth Street, 
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One reader's PC was dead on 
arrival but Multivision wanted to 
repair it, rather than replace it. 
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This month, Dabs, Dell and Multivision are the dastardly trio 
brandished with bad conduct. Where have all the Good Guys gone? 


It'S not been a good month on the 
Campaign desk. Normally, we have 

at least one ‘Good Guy’ we can single 
out for praise. | suspect that we must 
have splurged on compliments in 

last months column, with the ominous 
consequence that none have been 
nominated this month. 


Ctrl-Alt-Dell 

| hesitate to re-visit the question of 
poor Dell service, for the simple reason 
that we've devoted many (too many!) 
column inches to this company before. 
But it sells a lot of PCs and it inevitably 
follows that a small proportion of those 
transactions go awry. Reader lan 
Pennings case merits Campaign's 
attention because he was led a merry 
dance by the Texan computer giant. His 
Story and the catalogue of events he 
recorded could probably fill several 
columns so I've had to cut it down. 
Anyway, he wrote: “Generally I'm quite 
a patient and understanding person. 

| understand that 
mistakes happen. In 

fact, this is the first 

time I've written a 
complaint such as this. 
But the catalogue of 
incompetence Is just too 
huge to ignore. My father 
wanted a laptop and the 
Dell/PC Plus offer 
seemed like a good 
option. On the 26 June 

| placed an online order 
for a Dell Inspiron 5150 
plus an Axim X5 PDA. The 
total value of this order 
was £1505, but because 
of the electronic voucher, it would only 
set me back £1403." On checking his 
order status on the Dell website, he 
discovered he was going to be charged 
the full £1503. Dells Sales Support 
confirmed that this was indeed the 
price, couldn't correct this, and could 
only offer cancellation. lan realised his 
mistake — he hadn't accessed the 
website via the PC Plus page. He then 
cancelled his original order and re- 
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ordered it, this time obtaining the 
£100 discount. All seemed well or 
so he thought .... 

Several days later, Dell emailed 
him to tell him there had been a 
problem with his credit card details. lan 
wanted the order delivered to his work 
address, not his home. He then 
contacted his credit card company to 
notify them of the correct delivery 
address. The new address details were 
still rejected, but this time, by Dell. This 
was down to a simple error: the house 
number had somehow been shifted 
up in front of the ‘building name’ part 
of the address. Quite why someone at 
Dell couldnt have spotted this simple 
error and checked it with lan is a 
mystery — as lan says: “its not exactly 
the Krypton Factor is it?” 

lan made several attempts to 
correct the address details. He was 
notified by Dell that his order had been 
despatched. He was horrified to see 
that the delivery details were still 
wrong. Back he went to Dell to correct 
the delivery address. 

On the 10 July his order was 
delivered to the correct address, but 
the Axim PDA was missing from the 
delivery. lan continues: “Very reluctantly, 
| phoned Dell. | was helpfully informed 
that the Axim wasnt on the order 
confirmation. Beyond that, she couldnt 
help me at all — | was told to contact 
my Account Manager, Mr Corrigan. After 
expressing some doubt regarding his 
existence, | was given a general email 
address for the sales team. Couldn't 
| phone someone, | asked. No, 
apparently Account Managers can 
only be contacted by email.” 

So lan sent an email. And another 
one. By the 15th, he still hadn't received 
a reply, so he rang Dell, yet again: “It 
was now that something amazing 
happened. On the morning of Tuesday 
the 15 July 2003, | spoke to someone in 
Dells sales team, who actually seemed 
to give a damn. Obviously this 
individual had slipped through Dells 
recruitment policy. She checked the 
original Internet order, agreed that the 


Axim had been lost when the order 
had been manually transferred (!) to 
the main order system, and passed me 
on to a priority order team. Within an 
hour | received a new order number, 
with the Axim on it.” 

lan got the usual order 
confirmation with, you guessed it, the 
wrong delivery address! An email to Mr 
Corrigan, correcting it went unanswered. 
The delivery date began to slip to 
18 August, no doubt caused by the 
firmware problems Dell was having 
with the Pocket PC 2003 upgrade. 
However, it was eventually delivered 
early on the 4 August. 

Alls well that ends well, yes? No. 
Dell then added insult to injury by 
erroneously charging lans credit card 
£210 for the Axim! He calls Dell, and is 
told that Dell requires paper evidence 
from the customer that it has over- 
charged them! He supplies it and is 
eventually refunded. But what a 
performance! lans experience of 
buying from Dell left a lasting 
impression on him: “Dells Customer 
service is utterly non-existent. As other 
readers have discovered, they treat 
customers with contempt — they rarely 
respond to emails, and the call centre 
Staff show no desire to be helpful. In 
addition, their systems for order and 
invoice processing are deeply flawed. 
The statement “We welcome and 
follow through on feedback received 
from our customers” is simply 
laughable. As an IT professional, | am 
frequently asked to offer opinions on 
system purchases, both socially and in 
business, and | regret to say that for the 
foreseeable future | will certainly not be 
recommending Dell to anyone.” 
lan Penning 


Naturally, we passed 
on lan’s saga to Dell to obtain an 
official response. As usual, Dell 
responded quickly and courteously: 


Thank you for bringing 
this customer letter to our attention. 
We have escalated the enquiry to our 
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Customer Care department, who 
have since made contact with Mr 
Penning and apologised for his 
experience. They have fully 
investigated Mr Penning’s case and 
now reached a resolution which the 
customer is satisfied with. As you're 
aware, in all cases brought to our 
attention by the press, it’s our 
preferred way to communicate and 
clarify any outstanding points 
directly with our customers. 

Customer experience is a key 
priority for Dell. We're constantly 
striving to find new ways to improve 
our service and support to customers 
and always welcome feedback from 
our customers to enable us to do so. 
We admit there's always room for 
improvement, are reviewing the way 
customer queries are handled and 
are implementing new tracking 
methodology and tools to ensure 
that our customers continue to 
receive the highest standards of 
service moving forward. 


Multivision confusion 
After Dell, Multivision, a relative stranger 
to the Campaign column. Gary Peacock 
ordered an IONIX GO-2500A system 
from Multivision. He was told that it 
would be delivered 5 days later, on a 
Wednesday. As a delivery window’ 
couldnt be specified, he had to stay in 
all day. Late on the Wednesday 
afternoon he received a call to say that 
the delivery would be the next day 
because the system was being 
checked at Quality Control. So that was 
a day wasted. But worse was to come: 
“The system arrived on Thursday 
afternoon and was set up later that 
evening mainly by guess-work due to 
the lack of set-up Instructions. The 
system failed to work and wouldnt go 
any further than the Windows XP front 
logo page. A whole evening wasted!” 
The following morning he spoke, 
after a lengthy wait to a technical 
advisor who talked him through the 
process of uninstalling and manually 
reinstalling Windows XP It made no 
difference — the system still hung at 
boot time. He was then transferred to 
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a customer services representative who 
offered to have the unit collected and 
opened up to have any faulty 
components replaced. Quite reasonably, 
Gary said that was unacceptable and 
that he wanted a brand new 
replacement to, as he put it “restore my 
faith in the long term reliability of the 
system.” He used the hypothetical 
comparison of buying a brand new 
television which proved to be faulty on 
day one. You would undoubtedly get a 
new replacement. He was told that 
“things are different in the computer 
industry!” He then invoked Multivision’s 
14 Day Money Back guarantee, which it 
agreed to honour, eventually refunding 
him a couple of weeks later. Gary's final 
words: “I find it inexplicable that a 
company advertising in your and many 
other computer magazines, quoting 
various awards and accolades, can give 
such atrocious customer service when 
their product was obviously ‘dead-on- 
arrival’. It should have been replaced 
promptly and without question.” 

Gary Peacock 


Dave is of course 
quite right — if you buy a domestic 
appliance and its DOA, there's never 
any question of it being repaired. 
It's invariably either replaced or 
refunded. And it should be no 
different in the computer retail world. 
Multivision’s customer support 
person telling a customer that 
“things are different in the computer 
world” is most definitely mistaken — 
the same consumer rights apply to 
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Dell has some trouble getting lan 
Penning’s address details correct. 


Dabs.com has some questionable advice 
on its Help pages. 
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the purchase of computers as they 
do to any other consumer 
transaction. | put this point to Jag 
Mann, Multivision’s Marketing 
Manager and he was happy to 
confirm that “the customer is entitled 
to a refund, repair or replacement”. 
Sadly this is a customer service 
attitude that’s adopted by far too 
many computer vendors, even quite 
large ones — no doubt in an attempt 
to save money. However, this is only 
achieved at the cost of a poor 
customer experience. My advice to 
all PC Plus readers is, if you buy a 
computer or peripheral, and you take 
it home and it doesn't work properly, 
never mind DOA, don't mess about, 
demand an immediate refund — 
which is your legal entitlement. 


Calling all Dabs! 

Finally, a plea for help! Could anybody, 
and | do mean anybody from 
Dabs.com please contact me? I've got 
some reader complaints that need 
sorting out. I've tried emailing the 
company several times and I've got 
no response. | do hope this isnt 
symptomatic of the way Dabs.com 
usually deals with customer 
complaints! Id also love to discuss why 
Dabs continue to state on its website: 
“After one month of ownership the 
legal right to a free replacement or 
refund ends, and instead the fault is 
repaired under warranty.” Im unaware 
of any case or statute law that 
enshrines that principle. Could 
someone at Dabs enlighten me? PCP 
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Your-expert guide to.the most essential sites 


t's true, at least 4 hours 
of my working day for 
the last 10 years or so 
has been spent sitting at a web 
interface of one kind or another. 
From the Lynx text-based browser, 
through the birth of Mosaic, 
Netscape, Internet Explorer and 
beyond, my total web mileage 

has almost certainly exceeded 
15,000 hours. Whether you browse 
for business or pleasure, you 

need to think outside the Microsoft 
dominated box if you want to 
make the most of your time 

and efforts online. 
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Powermarks 


So you've got the browser sorted, but 
how do you sort the sites you browse? 
This is a serious question to which the 
answer, ‘use the favourites folder’, is 
not acceptable. No browser client has 
yet to perfect the art of bookmark 
management, but fortunately, plenty 
of third party developers come pretty 
close. You could adopt the graphical 
approach of NetVisualize (www. 
netvisualize.com) or perhaps the 
web-based flexibility of BlinkPro 
(www.bookmarksplus.com). However, 
for sheer speed of searching, you need 
to rethink the whole bookmark ethos — 
and once you get used to the shock of 
the new, the list-based, keyword driven 
Powermarks is hard to beat. 
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Mail2Web 


Think web-based email, and you, 
along with 10 million others probably 
think Hotmail (www.hotmail.com). 
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The main attraction to webmail is 
the flexibility of being able to use it 
from anywhere. However, advanced 
users will still want to utilise the POPS 
mail accounts that provide much 
more power. Mail2Web Is a very neat 
solution that enables you to access, 
read and write your POP3/IMAP4 
email from a web interface. Use the 
secure server to enter your account 
details and away you go. It's simple, 
free, and it works. Oh, and if ever 
you get an unexpected multi-MB 
mail attachment blockage in your 
POP3 pipe, the ability to use the 

web service to delete the offender 
from the mail server can be a 

life saver. 









Proxomitron 


Eliminating website speed-traps is 

an essential part of better browsing. 
Firebird, NetCaptor and Opera users all 
get pop-up ad blocking as standard. 
But the cross client content filtering 
champ is Proxomitron. It'S a pop-up 
blocking, banner blasting, Flash killing, 
sound silencing, resizing resisting, 
frame exploding, cookie killing, right 
click re-enabling, referrer breaking work 
of art. Phew! Sure, you'll need to take 
some time to get used to editing the 
config files and setting up the proxies, 
but its worth it. 





Google may be God, but sometimes 
you need a search Guru. GuruNet 
goes beyond simple searching by 
bringing answers as well as hits to 











the search party. Think of it as 

a personal reference guide for the 
broadband age and youre on the 
right track. This means you can [alt]- 
click any word in any Windows 
document, including web pages, 

to get dictionary definitions, acronyms, 
quotes, news, and so on. Of course, 
its also a meta-search engine that 
includes Google, Vivismo 
(www.vivismo.com), Teoma 
(www.teoma.com) and All the Web 
(www.alltheweb.com) resources 
within the same interface. Once 
you've started using GuruNet, you 
Start to see Google in a slightly 
different perspective. 
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Mozilla Firebird 


Unless you have already jumped 

off the good ship MS Internet Explorer, 
you might want to consider changing 
to an alternative client. Theres the 
increasingly endangered Netscape 
(www.netscape.com), the small 

but commercial Opera (www.opera 
.com), and MSIE-rendering engine- 
based NetCaptor (www.netcaptor 
.com) which provides a far better 
interface than Microsoft can manage. 
However, my current client of choice 
is Mozilla Firebird: open source, 

free, small, speedy and standalone. 
Plus it has hundreds of free plug- 

ins that enable you to add the 
functionality you need instead of 
the eye candy some developers 
think you desire. PCP 


Reader 
appeal 


If you know of an essential 
website, or are involved in 

a worthy contender for the 
title, please let me know at 
waveysweb @futurenet.co.uk 


Plus 210 | Christmas 2003 








OFFICE SUITES 





ard-boiled 
uites 











2003 may be nearing completion, but Microsoft's latest Office package has 
only just been released. As Richard Cobbett and his merry band of software 
reviewers discover though, there are some eager alternatives waiting in the wings 


icrosoft Office is unquestionably one 
M) of the most ubiquitous sights in the 

modern office. These words were 
originally entered into Microsoft Word, before 
being zipped across the room into a Microsoft 
Outlook based Inbox, in between attending 
two separate meetings which used 
PowerPoint slides. And just the other day, we 
received a flaming-vitriol phonecall from one 
unlucky PR person after emailing them about 
an unusual release that they'd just sent us. 
“| recalled that!” she spat. “How did you read 
it? How?” Simple question, simple answer. 
“Only Outlook actually processes email recall 
requests. Mozilla just tells us that you tried.” 

This brings up a key point: Office is so 

widely used around the world that many 
simply can't believe that theres anybody out 
there using a different package. This is why, 
despite the many changes to the suite in this 
new iteration, weve also made space for the 
other big packages currently fighting for 
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marketshare in an increasingly Microsoft- 
centric world. Some of these will undoubtedly 
be familiar to you, such as StarOffice. 

Others are slightly more obscure, whether 

its because they've drifted out of the public 
eye like WordPerfect, or in Ability Offices 
case, simply never managed to attain the 
necessary visibility. Qur wildcard in this test 

is the screenwriting tool Final Draft, not 
because anybody would choose to switch 

to it in favour of Microsoft Word, but as a 
reminder that bigger doesn't necessarily 
mean better. You could well find that your 
needs are met by specialist packages that 
you've never even heard of — all one Google 
search away, while you were struggling to 
bend Word into a usable form. 

Of course, this goes the other way too — 
Microsoft Office is unquestionably the best 
overall suite on the market. Nothing else 
matches Outlooks mix of email and PIM 
systems. Nothing can honestly claim to be 


a better word processor than Word. And while 
there may be better databases than Access, 
they dont usually come bundled with 
alternative packages. With the wide range of 
purchasing options available, from high-level 
Professional editions — intended for the 
largest corporations, tooled up with the recent 
Server 2003 operating system — down to the 
educational Student and Teacher edition for 
Windows XP and 2000, its not hard to find 
a price point which matches your budget. 
Whether you get your money's worth 
however, very much depends on how much 
of the suites functionality you plan to use — 
features such as group working, advanced 
macro scripting, integrated document editing 
support and their ilk are absolutely essential 
to SMEs and beyond, but the home user 
(typically covered via the Microsoft Works 
collection) is unlikely to ever scratch the 
Surface of what has been provided. 

Most crucially, Office can no longer be 
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seen as a mere collection of useful 
applications. Instead, it has grown to become 
an entire Office System. You don't simply 
use it as part of your business, you have to 
build your entire business around it to get the 
full benefit of the system, from the standard 
plug-and-play elements, such as the use of 
Word as an email editor, to the brand new 
interchangeable XML documents. This even 
extends to the second-tier products of the 
suite, such as FrontPage and OneNote — far 
from being tied down to mundane desks and 
office buildings, the Internet, wireless 
technology, portable devices and advanced 
synchronisation systems have produced an 
office that you can literally take on the road. 
What was once a system for individual PCs is 
now taking on even greater global relevance. 
Making the decision to upgrade is now as 
contingent on philosophy as feature-set. 
Nowhere is this seen more than in the form 
of Information Rights Management (IRM), 
which relies on both individual companies and 
those that deal with adopting the entire Office 
System almost overnight. After all, theres little 
point having the ability to recall your email 
messages if none of your clients take a blind 
bit of notice. Nor do features like shared 
calendars mean much if everybodys still 
scribbling on attractively presented wood 
pulp. The catch is that while it was largely 
the Outlook users who suffered from non- 
conformity in the past, this time around 
everybody will need to be running it to 
communicate. An IRM protected email is 
hardly likely to pop onto a third-party 
machine as plain text, thus nullifying the 
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entire point. And if theres one thing that weve 
learnt from technology, its that corporations 
typically leap at the opportunity to lock down 
anything with a chance of leaving their 
servers, thus opening up the possibility for 
Qutlook to be an essential communication 
tool. Like so much of Office, its a great idea 
in theory — and certainly a feature that, 

used properly, offers a very useful service — 
but it remains to be seen exactly how it will 
play out in practice. In a similar vein, while 
Office has made a strong play for XML across 
the board, theres no guarantee that the code 
that it produces will remain as open as the 
original format intended. It can do, theres 

no question of that, but once elements 

such as Microsoft specific schema are taken 
into account, it quickly becomes much harder 
to guarantee. Office 2003 provides the tools 
to both radically revamp your business and 
completely lock everybody down to the 
Microsoft way of doing things. Plus you have 
to make the decision of which is better for 
you in both the long and short term. Perhaps 
those features are the ones that you've 

been crying out for — perhaps you could 
work in much the same vein using a free 
tool downloaded from the net. Just make 
Sure that you do your research before you 
buy. Everything brings its own compromises, 
but its worth taking the time to make the 
right decision in the first place. 


Important note: 

As we went to press, Microsoft had yet to 
finalise UK pricing so we have supplied US 
pricing as a guide only. 

Check Amazon.co.uk for final UK pricing 
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Performance Award 


Awarded to products 
that excel in our 
performance and quality 
tests, where money is 
less important 


Value Award 


Awarded to products 
that represent 
outstanding value for 
money, giving you more 


bang for your buck 
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PRICE New user, US$229 
upgrade, US$109 

Suite pricing page 45 

INFO www.microsoft.com 
0870 6010 100 

SUPPLIER www.amazon.co.uk 


CPU Pentium Ill 
RAM 128MB 
OS Windows 2000 with SP3 or XP 


CPU 2GHz Pentium 4 
RAM 256MB 
OS Windows XP 





The Reading Layout makes 
Word documents look like a 
book, but you'll still need to 
spot the mistakes yourself. 


Word 2003 provides excellent 
conversion facilities between 
file formats, including DOC, 
HTML and XML. 
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WORD 2003 


FOR 
V Good support for XML 
V Excellent features for team working 


AGAINST 

X Some features require Microsoft's new 
server software 

X Relatively little in the way of new features 
for standalone users 


Value 00900000900 
Features 00900000900 
Performance A AA E) 
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WORD PROCESSOR 


Microsoft Word 2003 


ord processing remains the 
worlds most popular 
computing task, so any 
changes in Word will be of interest to 
most users. In common with its sister 
applications, Word 2003 has been 
revamped to fit the round blue style of 
the Windows XP interface. Existing 
users will still feel at home and be up 
and running straight away. Of the new 
features, the new Research Task Pane 
provides a single reference point for 
translations and thesaurus checks, 
some of which come from online 
sources. This can be consulted by 
holding down [Alt] and single-clicking a 
word. A more obvious Internet link is to 





the revamped Office Online component 


of Microsoft's website. This includes 
help, templates, clipart and even free 
online training. 

The role of XML in word processing 
is not immediately obvious but data 
stored in Word documents can still 
have a use elsewhere. Word 2003 
can be used as an XML editor, with 
XML elements being highlighted as 
mark-up within a document. 
Information within Word can also 
be exported to XML, opening it 
up for searches and edits by other 
applications. Word 2003 is also armed 
with its own XML schema, which 
enables data to be saved in different 
formats without loss 
of information. For 
example, it's possible 
to save a file as Word, 
then XML, and then 
HTML, and then back 
to a Word document. 
Each one has a different 
file size, depending 
on its efficiency or the 
descriptive nature of 
that particular format. 
Other schemas can be 
used with Word 2003 
and individual 
documents can have a Custom 
schema attached. All of this works 
very well and is a great Improvement 
on the equivalent features in previous 
versions of Office. Word 2003 can 
even be used as a vehicle for entering 
data into an XML application. This is 
by means of forms and features 
from document workspaces. See 
the ‘Sharing Alike’ box in the Outlook 
review for details of new suite-wide 
security and collaboration features. 

The Smart Tag feature introduced 
with Office XP has been further 
updated for this release. Developers 
can now customise individual tags, 
which is useful when the meaning 
of data changes — such as when 
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In common with the rest of Office 2003, Word documents can be controlled by 
means of Information Rights Management. For more on this, turn to page 38. 


companies are both suppliers and 
customers. Tags are no longer limited 
to a single menu, so they can behave 
more like application menus and 
cascade across the screen. A new 
Smart Tags configuration tab appears 
within the AutoCorrect function. 


Tracked changes 

The Track Changes function has 
been heavily improved. Changes 
and comments are displayed more 
clearly and its now possible to make 
comments without changing the 
document itself. Word 2002 dropped 
the dialogue box that reviewed 
tracked changes, displaying the 

next item after a change had been 
accepted or rejected. This functionality 
has been restored in Word 2003. 
There are also several important 
changes in the Document Protect 
screen. If multiple people work with 
a document it can soon become a 
mess. Using Word 2003 in conjunction 
with document workspaces allows 
formatting to be limited to just styles 
that the document creator has 
established. Its also possible to 
define the users that are able to 

edit individual sections of a document, 
with some areas being off limits for 
all users if required. A new ‘Compare 
Side by Side’ option also features on 
the Word 2003 Window menu. Iwo 
open documents will be displayed 
one above the other, with their scroll 
bars synchronised. This makes it 
much easier to compare two similar 
files and is especially useful when 
combined with Track Changes. It 
also means that its no longer 


necessary to accept all the changes 
made by individual users before 
looking at a document. 

Reading on a computer screen 
has never been easy on the eye. 
Microsoft has attempted to help 
by giving Word a new view called 
Reading Layout. This makes a 
document appear as an open book, 
with handy movement functions 
on the toolbar. Iwo columns show 
as Standard and these become one 
during resizing if the window gets 
too small. An absence of formatting 
information and unnecessary toolbars 
means theres more space for the 
text, and an improved version of 
the Clearlype system sees characters 
taking on a more natural look. 
However, the Reading Layout is 
nothing to do with how a printed 
document will look, and the feature 
is unlikely to help if youre poor at 
Spotting errors on the screen. 

Tablet PC owners will almost 
certainly be interested in Office 2003's 
pen input feature. This enables 
documents to be annotated with 
changes and comments in the same 
way as a piece of paper. It is even 
possible to hand-write emails if you 
feel so inclined. Unfortunately hand- 
written markings in documents can 
be spoiled if changes are made to 
the document's format. 

Overall, this isnt the biggest 
update to Word that we've ever seen, 
but some useful changes have been 
made, and particularly for business 
users in the context of the suite 
as a whole. 

Matthew Holbrook 





SPREADSHEET 





it relies on multi-user files, 
SO its no surprise that the 
two packages share many features 
related to document collaboration and 
XML. This is only the start, however, 
with other new features like the 
Research Panel and handwriting 
recognition also putting in an 
appearance. Traditionally Excel has 
been used to create endless lists — its 
Structure of columns and rows being 
more directly useful than the informal 
layout of a word-processed document. 
It seems strange, therefore, that It's 
taken this long for Excel to be given a 
Lists function. After highlighting some 
data in Excel 2003, the new Create List 
option can be selected from the 
context menu. With this activated, 
AutoFilter is turned on, a blue square 
appears around the information and 
the new List and XML toolbar is 
displayed. AutoFilter adds new 
ascending and descending sorts, 
although these were always available 
from the main toolbar. The new list can 
be manipulated with ease because it's 
treated as a separate entity when it 
comes to edits such as row inserts or 
selection; a blue star indicates the 
insertion point, as in Access. Lists can 
be resized with drag-and-drop and 
functions such as Average, Count, Max 
and Min selected from the optional 
total row. The toolbar itself now 
provides several useful shortcuts, but 
the data entry form is still very basic. A 
useful side effect of lists is that labels 
on charts are more likely to remain 
accurate after raw data has been 
added or removed. Completed lists can 
be exported to a server running 
Windows SharePoint Services. 

If data is already stored 
electronically, there should be no need 
to recreate it manually. This is where 
XML comes in. Although you might 
think that XML support would be more 
relevant in Excel, theres an important 
consideration. Excel is a very 
sophisticated tool thats been both 
around and improving since the 1980s. 








Excel is a sophisticated tool that has 
been improving since the 1980s. 
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xcel is similar to Word in that 
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Making lists? Excel 2003 makes it easier to deal with self-contained sets of data. Its 
structure of columns and rows are more useful than the layout of Word documents. 


As such, not all of its functionality can 
be replicated in XML. It's simply not 
possible to manifest exactly the same 
information in different file formats. For 
example, a warning will be displayed if 
an attempt Is made to save a 
spreadsheet to XML if it contains the 
new List feature. In addition, XML data 
being exported from Excel needs to be 
mapped to an XML schema. A 
grounding in the principles of XML will 
therefore be useful for new users. 


Smart Tags 

When it comes to opening an XML 
file, Excel offers three methods: an XML 
list, a read-only workbook, or by 
means of the XML Source task pane. A 
message is displayed if no XML 
schema is present, and the software 
advises that one will be created based 
on the data. Depending on the nature 
of the original data, you can get some 
quite unexpected results here. Using 
the Task Pane is the most flexible 
option because individual elements 
can be dragged and dropped into the 
current workbook. Data can then be 
imported or exported to/from the 
mapped cells. Many users already use 
Excel to analyse or process large 
amounts of data from different 
systems. The improved XML support 
in Excel 2005 gives new possibilities 
for dealing with this type 

of information. 

Smart Tags are very useful in 
spreadsheets and actions can now 
apply to individual cells. Excel 2003 
indicates the presence of a Smart 
Tag by placing a small purple arrow 
in the bottom right-hand corner of a 


cell. Hovering the cursor over this 
causes a drop-down menu to become 
available, indicating the actions 

that are available for that particular 
Smart Tag. This could be a person's 
name linking to their entry in the 
Outlook Address Book, or a date linking 
to a personal calendar. 

Smart Tags can be used for any 
occasion when a 
definition or additional 
information is required. 
Options are available 

to hide the presence 

of a Smart Tag and 

also to store them 

within workbooks. 

As with Word, Excel 
2003 gains the new 
‘Compare Side by Side’ 
option, and again, while it 
opens two workbooks, the 
check is purely visual. 
Excel 2003 also includes a 
range of new or enhanced statistical 
functions. In truth some of these 
didn’t work that well in previous 
releases because of problems in 
rounding large numbers. Microsoft 
has taken this opportunity to see to 
these problems and put things right. 
This is only really likely to be of interest 
to advanced users who have a liking 
for continuous probability distribution 
functions or the calculations of the 
sum of squared deviations. Excel 2003 
is the probably the least-changed 
application in the Office 2003 suite, 
but users are likely to welcome its 
updated XML features as part of 
the big upgrade. 

Matthew Holbrook 
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Two spreadsheets can now 
be compared side by side, 
with synchronised scroll bars. 


EXCEL 2003 


FOR 

V Enhanced XML support 

V Useful self-contained lists 
for small amounts of data 


AGAINST 

X Use of the XML feature 
can require perseverance 

X Little in the way of new 
features for the average user 


Value 009000900 
Features 009009000909 
Performance @ 000090009009 
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Suite pricing page 45 

INFO www.microsoft.com 
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CPU Pentium Ill 
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OS Windows 2000 with SP3 or XP 


CPU 2GHz Pentium 4 
RAM 256MB 
OS Windows XP 


If you're not affected by spam 
then you're doing well. For the 
rest of us, a filter is one way of 
starting to tackle the problem. 
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Determine where documents 
can go and who can change 
them using Information 
Rights Management. 
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EMAIL CLIENT 





mail is fast becoming 

the most important 
communication system 
on the planet, and Outlook — both 
in this form and its cut-down Express 
version are unquestionably the most 
popular clients around. As Outlook 

is much newer than Word and Excel, 
its no surprise that Outlook 2003 

is a considerable update on the 
previous version. 

Outlook was starting to get a little 
unwieldy so Microsoft has introduced 
the Navigation Pane at the left of the 
screen. This has entries for major 
activities such as Email, Calendar, 
Contacts and Tasks, as well as a few 
other shortcuts. These cause related 
folders to appear in the upper part of 
the pane, as well making the main part 
of the screen change to show that 
feature. This means Outlook is easier to 
use. However, it would have been 
better if user-defined buttons could 
have been added to this pane. The Go 
menu provides another quick way of 
getting to the main features of Outlook. 
Use of the [Ctrl] key plus a number 
provides an additional shortcut. 

The nature of incoming email is 
now clearer, with a new desktop alert 
that gives you information about the 
message. The box itself is transparent, 
making it less intrusive. Sliders are 
available in the associated 
configuration screen to set the degree 
of transparency and to specify how 
long the message will display for. 

No message is displayed while a 
PowerPoint slideshow is running, and 
alerts only apply to the main inbox. 
Rules have also been improved in this 
release. The Rules Wizard is still present 
but theres now an opportunity to use 


Sharing alike 
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Outlook was starting to get a little unwieldy, so Microsoft has introduced the 
Navigation Pane. This allows you to rapidly switch between different parts of Outlook. 


ready-made templates for common 
tasks. These include ones for moving a 
new message to a folder and 
displaying a message from a particular 
user in an alert window. Each entry in 
the list of rules is now displayed with 
icons to indicate the purpose of the 
rule. This means individual rules do not 
have to be opened unless they need 
to be edited. 


Automatic signatures 

Although Outlook has always been 
able to deal with multiple email 
accounts, all have been limited to the 
same automatic signature. This has 
been unsatisfactory because different 
accounts could have different roles 

— such as business and personal. 


Outlook 2003 allows each email 
account to have its own automatic 
signature. An Options button now 
appears when a Microsoft Office 
document is attached to an email. The 
message will be sent in the normal 
way. But if the button is pressed, then 
an option is displayed for the 
attachment to be saved to a document 
workspace on a Windows SharePoint 
Services server. This saves any 
documents being passed around by 
email so that its always clear which is 
the latest version. The AutoComplete 
function has also been revised. This 
will now suggest an email address 
after a single letter has been pressed. 
Addresses used frequently will be 
suggested before less popular ones 


Stop sensitive information getting to unwanted users using Information Rights Management 


Computer systems are generally 
protected with technologies such as 
passwords and firewalls. But once 
legitimate users have been authorised, 
there's nothing to stop them sharing 
information with anyone they like. 
Working with other users is a key theme 
in Office 2003 because most business 
users work on documents with their 
colleagues, which is why this latest 
version of the suite introduces 
Information Rights Management (IRM) 
to help businesses protect sensitive 
information. Each of the main Office 
2003 applications is able to use these 
features, but they only fully work in 
environments running the latest 
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Microsoft server software. This means 
Windows Server 2003, along with add- 
ons such as Windows SharePoint 
Services and Windows Rights 
Management Services. 

Document workspaces are special 
websites with facilities that allow users 
to share documents and work together. 
A document's formatting can be locked, 
preventing other users from changing it. 
And the editing of individual sections of 
a file can be restricted to specific users. 
Files are stored in a document library 
and members are notified of any 
changes, but only for Microsoft Office 
file formats and web pages. Most of 
these activities are carried out in the 


Shared Workspace task pane. This has 
tabbed entries for the status of a 
document, the users permitted to work 
with it and other related information. 
Knowing that not all users will have the 
appropriate server support, Microsoft is 
offering a free trial IRM feature, based 
on its own servers and the ubiquitous 
Passport. This means that an Internet 
connection will be required when 
protected documents need to be 
accessed. It's rather a disturbing feeling 
to have to connect to Microsoft's 
website to get permission to access 
your own documents! 

Each application's File menu now 
sports a Permissions button for use 





from the address book. If you receive 
a lot of email, then the new 


Arrangements feature will be of interest. 


There are 13 Arrangements to choose. 
The Attachments Arrangement groups 
messages with and without 
attachments and sorts the two groups 
into date order. As a final tweak, if you 
find Outlook cluttering up your taskbar, 
it can be set to make all its windows 
disappear after a minimise operation. 
An Outlook icon remains in the system 
notification area and a double-click of 
this is enough to restore it. The hiding 
function is configured with a single- 
click on the icon, which causes a menu 
to display. 

Email is a major record of our 
business and personal lives. As such, 
searching through swathes of 
messages IS a common task. The new 
Search Folders feature is designed to 
make this process easier. These act as 
virtual stores of messages meeting 
certain criteria, with the messages 
themselves remaining in their normal 
folders. Outlook 2003 provides 13 
Search Folders as standard, including 
ones for unread email, messages with 
attachments and those flagged for 
follow-up. Theres also a facility for 
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If you have a split e-personality, 
Outlook 2003 can offer a different 
signature for each one. 


with IRM. If there's no local server 
support for IRM, the application will 
advise of the Microsoft trial and then 
download a small piece of software 
from Microsoft's website. This enables 
individual users to specify who's 
allowed to view or edit their document. 
IRM is not just aimed at files, though. 
With email being a prevalent form of 
communication, IRM is just as relevant 
to Outlook 2003. There's actually more 
scope for things to go wrong with email 
than any other application. Emails are 
rarely written with the attention they 
deserve and it's easy to send messages 
to the wrong person. More worryingly, 
the author of a message has lost control 


creating additional Search Folders. 
Although the set-up screen for Search 
Folders is hidden under File, New, 
Search Folder in the email part of 
Outlook, shortcuts to individual Search 
Folders appear in the Navigation Pane. 

Spam affects the majority of email 
users and so Outlook 2003 introduces 
the Junk Email Filter. Reminiscent of a 
similar feature in Hotmail, it defaults to 
a non-aggressive setting. The high 
setting sees more spam being moved 
to the junk email folder, but some 
legitimate messages could be caught 
as well. The highest setting sees only 
specified users or domains being 
allowed to send messages. Lists are 
available for Safe Senders, Blocked 
Senders and Safe Recipients. A tick box 
is available for deleting messages 
rather than isolating them in one folder. 
Entries on the Safe Senders and Safe 
Recipients list are also used when it 
comes to messages containing 
pictures. By default, Outlook 2003 
doesn't allow links to pictures on 
websites until the recipient has given 
their permission. This is a tactic often 
used by spammers to prove that an 
email is live. Pictures will only 
download automatically in messages 
from addresses on these lists and this 
behaviour can be altered within 
Outlooks options. 


Remote procedure call 

A large percentage of users with the 
full version of Outlook connect to 
Microsoft's Exchange Server for their 
email. Outlook 2003 is able to connect 
to this over a standard Internet 
connection, making it easier to stay in 
touch when on the move. Previously it 
was only possible to access Exchange 
Server remotely by means of 
technology such as the slow and 
sometimes unreliable Virtual Private 
Networking. Instead, Outlook 2003 uses 
a technology known as ‘Remote 
Procedure Call (RPC) Over HTTP’. This 


once it’s been sent. Something in the 
message could cause problems if it gets 
forwarded to a number of other users; 
it's not possible to foresee where a 
message might be sent. Indeed, 
research undertaken at the Institute for 
Social and Economic Research and 
Policy in New York found that an email 
could reach any user in the world after 
being forwarded just 5 to 7 times. 

With suitable IRM settings, email 
recipients can be prevented from 
editing, copying, printing or forwarding 
specified messages — just the sort of 
thing you need if your organisation is 
ever subject to a Hutton-style enquiry. 
Messages can even be given an 
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provides enough 
security to make 
the connection, 
without requiring 
individual users to 
have additional 
security devices. 

Remote or 
office-bound users 
can face problems 
when the server 
causes Outlook to 
become unstable. 
This generally happens on large-scale 
installations where users rarely tidy 
their mailboxes. Outlook 2003 is able to 
run in Cached Exchange Mode, 
providing that Exchange Server 2003 is 
being used. As its name suggests, this 
feature maintains a local copy of the 
mailbox and associated information. 
This speeds up operations and 
decreases the likelihood of server 
problems affecting Outlook. 

Outlook's Address Book can 
be synchronised between other 
environments so users generally treat 
it as their main store of contact 
information. Many users would like to 
Store more information here. This has 
lead to the growth of specialist contact 
information systems such as Goldmine. 
Microsoft has acknowledged this need 
and has created a new add-in for 
Outlook 2003 called Business Contact 
Manager. This is available in the 
Professional and Small Business Edition 
forms of the suite and acts like a super 
address book, storing information in a 
separate database file. This is useful for 
recording notes and pictures against 
individual contact records. The result is 
much more useful reference 
information that can be used in other 
aspects of Outlook as well as other 
applications. Outlook 2003 has been 
created for the new era were in, and 
most users will find plenty of useful 
features in the new version. 
Matthew Holbrook 


expiration date. Once this has been 
reached it’s not possible to even view 
the email. Protected messages can be 
sent with rights, specifying the users 
who have permission to do anything to 
them. This data is contained in the 
message itself, meaning that the 
controls go with the email. Policy 
templates can also be employed to deal 
with messages in volume. For full 
functionality in this area, you require 
the Professional Edition of Office 2003 
or the full standalone version of the 
appropriate Office 2003 application. But 
even Standard Edition users can still 
read and edit IRM protected email. 
Matthew Holbrook 
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Messages can be grouped and 
sorted depending on a range of 
criteria from spam to subject. 


OUTLOOK 2003 


FOR 

V New features for dealing with spam 
and emails containing pictures 

V Improved searching and sorting 

V Better method of connecting to 
Exchange Server 


AGAINST 
X The interface is not as 
customisable as it first appears 


Value 0909009000900900 
Features 00900900009000 
O O AA A) 





Document workspaces allow 
multiple users to work on the 
same documents without 
getting in a mess. 





DATABASE 






he changes that have been 
implemented in Access 

2003 are frankly minimal and 
largely for problems and minor 
annoyances which plagued earlier 
versions. For example, the default font 
and size used for SOL queries, which is 
set by default to 8 point Tahoma, can 
now be altered so you can read the 
commands without getting out a 
magnifying glass. Choose the Tools, 
Options, Tables/Queries tab to alter this. 
You can also specify that your forms 
show controls which match the 
currently selected Windows theme — 
just choose Tools, Options, 
Forms/Reports. 

Thankfully, the file format used by 
Access 2003 is the same as for Access 
2002 (and, by extension, Access 2000), 
SO you can open existing files and 
projects without dealing with issues 
like backward compatibility, 

One significant improvement is the 
new Object Dependencies Task Pane. 
This enables you to quickly check the 
dependencies of an object — for 
example a query — before you remove 
it. If it is used by another object, you'll 
probably think twice about doing so. 
Simply right-click an object, click Object 
Dependencies in the shortcut menu, 
and choose to view objects which 
depend on your selected object, or 
objects that your selected object 
depends on. 

Another improvement is the ability 
to back-up the currently open database 
without having to exit Access to do so. 
Simply choose File, Back Up Database 
(the same option appears on the Tools, 
Database Utilities menu) and a 
suggested filename based on the 
current date is offered to you. 
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The new Access Object Dependencies task pane shows you what an object is 
dependant on - and in turn — what it depends on to function. 


Like the other programs in the suite, 
Access can take advantage of Windows 
SharePoint Services so, if you have 
access to it, you can link to a list on a 
SharePoint Services site and share data 
with other users. Theres also a new 
tool for identifying and flagging 
potential problems with forms and 
reports such as a report which is too 
wide for the paper youre intending to 
print it on. 

Annoyingly, you'll see a security 
warning appear every time you open 
a database — you can avoid this by 
turning the security setting to low 
(Tools, Macro, Security and click Low). 
The alternative is to get a digital 
certificate and use this to manually 
sign your Access project. Then, when 


you add your certificate to the list of 
Trusted Publishers, you can open your 
projects without getting the warning 
and still use a higher level of security, 
Some developer tools have been 
removed from Access and bundled, 
with other similar tools, into the new 
Microsoft Visual Studio Tools for the 
Microsoft Office System program. These 
tools, which are designed for 
developers rather than day-to-day 
users, include the Access 2003 
Developer Extensions and a Package 
Wizard for packing Access solutions for 
distribution. Included in this is the 
royalty-free Access runtime program 
which you'll need if youte developing 
Standalone Access solutions. 
Helen Bradley 


XMLs promises from 2002 look to be realised in the not too distant future 


The most fundamental change in the 
Office suite won't be felt by standalone 
users, but rather by users who work in 
collaborative environments, who need 
to share data and documents with each 
other. The promises that XML made in 
Office 2002 which never actually 
happened, have a good chance of 
coming to fruition with this new version. 
However, this won't be entirely in users 
hands and, before they can access much 
of their corporation's data, particularly 
data from large data stores, someone 
will have to write the XML schemas and 
the processes for getting the data in and 
out to a point that Office can take over. 
Once that is done, the new Office 2003 


offers a means by which you can work 
in a familiar environment, with familiar 
tools enabling you to be productive in 
using that data. In addition, it's possible 
for a business to make these tools 
available to third parties. For example, 
a corporation may create an order form 
in InfoPath and make it available for 
customers to use to order goods. The 
customer accesses the form — offline 

if need be — enters their data and then 
uploads it to the corporation for 
processing. The customer does the data 
entry (saving the corporation the cost of 
doing this), and the corporation can give 
better service by removing steps from 
its fulfilment processes. Behind the 


scenes, the use of XML lets the data 
and formatting be kept separate, so it's 
possible to easily extract the raw data 
from the form. 

Couple this with the collaborative 
potential for an organisation running 
Windows SharePoint Services and you 
have a very powerful proposition. 
These services make it simple for users 
to share and collaborate on documents 
by using the Shared Workspaces built 
into applications like Excel and Word. 
The fact that the link to the workspace 
is as close as a task pane, ensures that 
even novice users can find and manage 
access to these documents. 

Helen Bradley 
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The file format used for Access 
2003 is the same as 2002, 
so you dont have to worry 
about backward compatibility. 


ACCESS 2003 


FOR 
V Easy dependency handling 
VY Auto back-up 


AGAINST 
X Few big changes 
X Intrusive security 


Y Value @000060) 0090000 





Features CELAKA A Ae) 
Performance AAA A) 
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Collaborative elements of the 
Office suite (notably, say, 
InfoPath working with Word 
to share files). 
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PRESENTATION APPLICATION 


Microsoft PowerPoint 2003 


nevitably, the global changes 
in Office 2003 have had a 
knock-on effect in 
PowerPoint. The new Task Panes seen 


throughout, are here too. The Task Pane 


additions work well, and once you Start 
using them, you realise that this really 
is the logical place to put the Help 
system, and formatting functions. 
Theres also a Getting Started pane 


with links to Microsofts online 
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An improved Viewer, a selection of 
smarter-looking templates and ready- 
made slide animations via the Task 
Pane make PowerPoint 2003 a far 
quicker and slicker option. 


| PCPlus verdict 
POWERPOINT 2003 


FOR 

V Smart use of Task Panes 

V Improved templates 

V Collaborative document management 


AGAINST 
X Authoring enhancements unapproachable 


Value CRAL A) 
Features 00900000900 
KO O AAA A) 





CD option, PowerPoint 
beginners can produce self- 
running, self-starting CDs. 
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contents, tutorials, articles and more. 
This opens the relevant content in 
an IE window rather than the Task 
Pane, presumably because the 
web content layout isn't designed 
to fit in a vertical bar. 

The new look certainly 
freshens PowerPoint up, but 
within the dialogs and palettes, 
you'll see that structurally little has 
changed. PowerPoint 2003 has 
been ‘skinned’, not rebuilt. 

The main changes in this 
program are confined to everyday 
efficiency. One of the most 
requested (according to MS) was 
an improved PowerPoint Viewer. A 
redesigned Slide Show toolbar offers 
better control during your presentations 
and Tablet PC users can add 


handwritten notes and arrange the Task 


Pane horizontally for improved screen 
layout. PowerPoint 2005 also includes 
the Smart Tags introduced in Office XP 
so its easier to adjust AutoCorrect 
options on-the-fly rather than hunting 
through option dialogs. 

Collaborative working takes a big 
Step forward in two Important respects. 
Firstly, the concept of document 
‘Teviewing’ — having several team 
members submit modifications and 
collating them into a finished 
presentation — takes a step further 


Package to CD 
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PowerPoint 2003 is largely unchanged, but its efficiency has been improved by better 
use of Task Panes for slide layouts, animation options and more. 


with Document Workspaces. Essentially, 


you make a document available 
online and, as its author, assess and 
incorporate colleagues’ changes. 
This requires other Microsoft 
technology, notably Windows Server 
2003 running Windows SharePoint 
services. It'S not a tool for ad hoc use 
in small office set-ups, more a 
carefully-considered and implemented 
corporate system. Information Rights 
Management may be over-elaborate 
for some users, but is very useful for 
those working on commercially or 
financially sensitive environments. 
This is all very worthy, but doesn't 
hide the fact that PowerPoint hasnt 
really changed significantly. The 2003 
version has modifications which will 
appeal to seasoned PowerPoint 
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The new Research pane includes a fast 
and effective Thesaurus for finding the 
perfect word for the perfect situation. 


veterans and corporate users, but much 
of the effort has gone into 
sophisticated server-based workflows 
rather than day-to-day authoring. 

Rod Lawton 


Do you really want to haul around a laptop every time you want to show a presentation? 


Most clients have their own computers, 
so why can't you run your presentation 
on theirs? Besides, a CD is a lot lighter 
to carry than a laptop. 

There's been a PowerPoint Viewer 
application for some time, either 
available as a separate download or 
built into exported PowerPoint 
presentations. However, the Viewer 
playback quality wasn't great, and the 
export options for presentations could 
be confusing. This has been attended 
to in PowerPoint 2003, with a much 
simpler-to-understand Package for CD 
options. This assumes, quite rightly, 


2003 


that most desktop PCs will have CD- 
writers built in by now. All you have to 
do, then, is insert a blank CD, confirm 
the default packaging options, and 
PowerPoint will burn the CD, including 
a revised PowerPoint Viewer (improved 
graphics display — a top request from 
users, according to Microsoft) and all 
necessary additional files. A short time 
later, your ready-to-use CD pops out of 
the drive. Incidentally, the new Viewer 
is backwards-compatible as far as 
Windows 98. 

The CDs that you create in this way 
are set to auto-run, making them even 


more idiot-proof. So much so, that you 
might decide you don’t even need to be 
at the presentation. (How many times 
have we all undertaken six hours of 
travelling for a one-hour meeting?) And 
if you do decide to present in person, 
you can always use the Package to CD 
feature to follow-up later with a copy 
the other person can keep for reference. 
Package to CD doesn't necessarily 
allow you to do anything you couldn't 
do before, but it does simplify the job 
to the point where it becomes much 
more useful. 
Rod Lawton 





FORM CREATION 





hile you may not have 
heard the name InfoPath 
before, you might have 
heard of its predecessor — XDocs. In 
addition to the name change, XDocs 
has finally been promoted into the 
main suite, as well as being available 
as a Standalone application. So what 
does InfoPath offer you? It depends 
almost entirely on who you are. If 
youre a developer, InfoPath gives you 
the tools to create quite complex forms 
very quickly and easily, and if youte a 
user, It gives you an interface which 
looks very familiar when you use it to 
complete the form. 

Anyone who has ever tried to 
create a form using a standard design 
program, you'll know how fiddly and 
cumbersome they can be. It's one thing 
to create the basics of the form layout, 
and quite another to gather the data 
that's entered into the form into a 
usable format. InfoPath makes a 
normally difficult task, about as easy as 
it could possibly be. If you've any 
experience with working with VBA 
controls in Access, Word or Excel, you'll 
find the concepts very familiar. As a 
result of its use of XML, and courtesy 
of InfoPaths use of XML, forms can be 
very easily used to pass data to and 
from a larger database. 

IF you start with an existing data 
source, all you need do to create 
the form is to drag-and-drop data 
elements from your source onto the 
form area. You can then set properties 
for each element, for example setting 
its default value and data validation 
rules, which display errors if invalid 
data is entered into the field. You can 
also add conditional formatting to the 
field so that — depending on the data 
you enter — the field will be formatted 
differently. For example, you can 
display everyone with a salary of over 
£50,000 in a different colour to those 
who earn less. Io set these properties 
you simply double-click the form 
element and fill in the relevant 
properties dialog. 

Repeating elements pose problems 
in traditional form design. For example, 
if youre creating a form for an 
employee to fill in with details of their 
expenses, Just how many expense 
items should you allow for? Some 
employees may only have one or two 
expenses, but someone whos out of 
the country may have a hundred or 
more in a month of travelling. InfoPath 
deals with these very neatly by letting 
you create repeating elements on the 
form. As a designer, you create one 
item — for example an expense item — 
and designate It as a repeating item. 
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Microsoft Infopath 2003 
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Forms like this one let users enter data which can then be imported directly 


into a larger organisation data store. 


Then, when the user opens the form to 
enter their data, they create additional 
expense Items by simply pressing 
[Control]+[Enter] or choosing an option 
from a pop-up menu. In essence, the 
form grows to the size they need, on- 
the-fly and without them having to do 
anything more than the equivalent of 
saying “| need another line here”. 

In addition, as a designer, you can 
create areas of a form which are 
optional’ in that a user can fill them 
in or not as they desire. So, for 
example, you could include a bank 
account area on the expenses form 
which an employee can fill in to have 
their expense reimbursement monies 
banked direct into their bank account 
— an employee who wanted a cheque 
cut for this could skip this area of 
the form. 

The range of data sources you can 
use as the basis for your form include 
an Access or Microsoft SQL server 
database, an XML schema or XML data 
file or a web service. You simply point 
to the source to use and it appears in 
the task pane ready for you to work 
with. You'll find that InfoPath uses the 
same look and feel as the remainder of 
the Office suite in both design and 
form completion mode, so its interface 
remains familiar territory for both 
developers and users. 

InfoPath does however suffer from 
one extremely serious limitation. You 
must have have the full, commercial 
version of the software installed on 
your computer whether you want to 
design or fill in an InfoPath created 
form — theres no viewer, runtime or cut 
down version for simple data entry, 


quickly ramping up the cost for both 
small businesses and large enterprises, 
and an area which really should have 
seen some leeway from Microsoft's 
accountants. This disadvantage is 
further compounded by the fact that, 
like the rest of the Office suite, InfoPath 
requires you to be running Windows XP 
or Windows 2000 Service Pack 3. This 
will severely limit its use in 
organisations where not 
all users are using the 
latest Windows operating 
system or where some 
users have Macs - and 
when even a magazine 
like PC Plus ultimately 
relies on a set of Apple 
machines to lay out its 
pages, its not hard to see 
how this could cause 
serious Management 
problems in the short 
term. A similar 
incompatibility problem occurs where 
you save a completed form as a web 
page. The web page Is saved in the 
mht format which is one that displays 
properly only in Internet Explorer. 
Microsoft has got to begin moving 
away from such proprietary lock-in if 
systems like InfoPath are genuinely 
going to achieve the buy-in that their 
feature sets deserve. 

Provided that youre sure 
everybody in your company will be 
able to work around these, or have 
the patience to wait for potential 
viewers to be released, InfoPath will 
be more than capable of handling 
your form-based requirements. 
Helen Bradley 
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PRICE New user, US$199 
upgrade, not available 

Suite pricing page 45 

INFO www.microsoft.com 
0870 6010 100 

SUPPLIER www.amazon.co.uk 


CPU Pentium Ill 
RAM 128MB 
OS Windows 2000 with SP3 or XP 


CPU 2GHz Pentium 4 
RAM 256MB 
OS Windows XP 





Sample templates are provided 
to give you a head start. 


As a designer you can create 
areas on a form that are 
‘optional’, in that a user can fill 
them in, or not as they desire. 
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INFOPATH 2003 


FOR 
V Excellent form creation 
V Dynamic enough for any situation 


AGAINST 
X No runtime version 
X Highly incompatible 


Features eee0e00e90 
Performance @@O@OOGOGOGO 








PRICE New user, US$199 
upgrade, US$109 

Suite pricing page 45 

INFO www.microsoft.com 
0870 6010 100 

SUPPLIER www.amazon.co.uk 


CPU Pentium Ill 
RAM 128MB 
OS Windows 2000 with SP3 or XP 


CPU 2GHz Pentium 4 


FRONTPAGE 2003 


FOR 
V Extremely easy web design 
V Wide range of templates and tools 


AGAINST 
X Still reliant on Microsoft technologies 


Value 00900000900 





Features 


090900000 
OE O AAA e) 


OVERALL 





PRICE New user, US$169 
upgrade, US$99 

Suite pricing page 45 

INFO www.microsoft.com 
0870 6010 100 

SUPPLIER www.amazon.co.uk 


CPU Pentium Ill 
RAM 128MB 
OS Windows 2000 with SP3 or XP 


CPU 2GHz Pentium 4 
RAM 256MB 
OS Windows XP 


PUBLISHER 2003 


FOR 

V Friendly, wizard based DTP 
V Cross-compatible documents 
V Strong web-publishing tools 


AGAINST 
X Relatively primitive editing 





Value 00900000900 
00900000 
Performance @0 0 09000090 


Features 
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WEB EDITOR 





rofessional developers often 
malign FrontPage, but 
despite this, it remains a 
competent environment for producing 
web pages. FrontPage 2003 provides 
more working space with the removal 
of the old control bar. A new split pane 
system enables code and results to be 
seen on screen at the same time. 
Layout tables act just like normal HTML 
tables but for entire web pages, 
providing precise control over page 
layout, as well as new features such as 
shadows and rounded corners. 

The new Interactive Button feature 
provides a series of working buttons. 
These can be customised to suit, 
meaning no graphics need to be 
created. In a semi-related vein, the 
Behaviours task pane provides ready- 
written functionality for common tasks 
such as mouse rollovers, checking 
browser versions, producing pop-up 
messages and pre-loading images. 
Each of these can be configured 
through its own dialogue box. 

The Accessibility function can check 
a page or a whole site for errors or 
non-compliance with standards. 


DESKTOP PUBLISHING 





ublisher has always been 
excellent for creating quick 
graphical documents. The 
latest version builds on this with a 
range of new publication types. These 
include email newsletters, CD labels, 
enhanced greeting cards and more. 
Publisher 2003 defaults to displaying 
the New Publication task pane on start- 
up. Selecting the appropriate type of 
document sees a range of thumbnails 
appearing in the main work area. Once 
one of these has been selected, a 
dialogue box will request key 
information and then the document 
will fill out automatically. Email 
newsletters are now compatible with 
AOL and Yahoo! email systems. For 
maximum compatibility, its possible to 
send a complete Publisher document 
as a single graphic file. 

Publisher would not normally be 
your first choice when it comes to 
creating websites. But if you've already 
got data in the Publisher format, it 
makes sense to use the tool if you 
need to get that information online. 
Publisher 2003 has its own 
environment for editing web pages. 





Microsoft 


Messages can be looked at in turn or 
the entire report can be written out as 
an HTML file. A facility for checking 
browser and screen size compatibility 
is available on the File menu and can 
be configured with additional browsers. 
Automatically replacing tags and 
attributes can be tricky and so the 
FrontPage Find and Replace function 
has been improved to take on the task. 
Options are available to determine the 
position of replacement text, such as 
before a start tag or after an end tag; 
actions can be saved for use in 
another session. A separate clean-up 
function removes white space, 
comments and empty tags. 

Many of the new features in 
FrontPage 2003 involve connecting 
to stores of information, particular 
those on Windows Server 2003, or 
SharePoint Services and those available 
in XML documents. Data stored in XML 
can be imported into a FrontPage web 
page and selected, sorted and 
formatted as required. Data Views 
can automatically format information 
and further customisation can be 
applied afterwards. 


Microsoft FrontPage 2003 





A new split pane view enables both code 
and results to be viewed simultaneously. 


The new Remote website view 
allows local and live copies of a 
website to appear alongside each 
other. This makes it easy to see the 
status of the site. Buttons are available 
for copying from the local version to 
the server or vice versa. Various 
connection types are supported, 
including FTP WebDAV, servers running 
FrontPage Server Extensions or 
SharePoint Services or a file system on 
another type of server. Frontpage may 
not offer many brand new features, but 
those provided are very welcome. 
Matthew Holbrook 


Publisher 2003 


This includes features specifically 
aimed at this type of editing. A wizard 
known as the Easy Website Builder 
steps through the stages of creating 
multiple pages for a website. A toolbar 
provides access to key features such as 
inserting hyperlinks and creating 
hotspots. There are many new and 
revised web page templates, including 
ones for about us’, contact us’, news 
and special offers. But although 
resulting websites are saved in HTML 
format, Publisher can only be used to 
edit the original PUB file. 

Publisher 2003 now supports 
multiple master pages — backgrounds 
that are applied to pages in a 
document, making it easier to use 
common themes across different files. 
The new Mail and Catalogue Merge 
Wizard is able to take data from a 
source such as Excel or Access and 
then turn it into a Publisher document. 
Multiple records can be placed on a 
page and both text and pictures are 
supported. The revised Graphics 
Manager task pane lists all the images 
used in a Publisher document. Detailed 
information can be displayed about 





Publisher 2003 provides a wealth of 
templates to help get things started. 


them and problematic links are easily 
fixed. The Design Checker has been 
revised to support the greater range of 
documents handled by Publisher 2003. 
Any problems and their consequences 
are described and many Issues can be 
corrected automatically. Support for 
commercial printing has also improved. 
Composite CMYK PostScript output is 
supported and print separations can be 
created. While youre not going to want 
to write entire magazines with 
Publisher, its more than capable of 
handling smaller work. 

Matthew Holbrook 





ORGANISER 





f your desk is littered with 
scribbles on the backs of old 
envelopes then the brand 
new application OneNote could be the 
answer. Microsoft has also designed 
the tool for use in meetings, lectures or 
libraries, providing auto-saving work 
areas that are perfect for recording the 
various things that crop up during the 
working day. Areas called General and 
Meetings are open as standard and 
additional ones can be created. 

Each has three unlabeled tabbed 
sections and these can be named and 
expanded as well. Each work area can 
be lengthened with a single click of the 
mouse. Start typing in one and a new 
set of text notes will be created. 
Pressing Enter causes a new entry to 
begin. Hovering the mouse pointer 
over an entry causes a selection 
marker to appear at the edge, allowing 
the item to be moved within the block 
or to another block. 

Each note can have a flag set 
against it. The defaults are To Do, 
Important, Question, Remember for 
Later and Definition. These can all be 
customised and four undefined entries 





The various flavours of 
Microsoft's Office System 


erè Word 
Pricing A 
Table 

Microsoft Office 

Professional xX 
Edition 2003 * 

Microsoft Office Small 

Business Edition 2003 x 
Microsoft Office 

Standard Edition 2003 x 
Microsoft Office Student 

and Teacher Edition 2003 x 
Microsoft Office Basic 

Edition 2003 xX 
(Pre-installed edition) 

Microsoft Office 

Professional Enterprise xX 


Edition 2003 * 
(Volume license edition) 


Microsoft OneNote 2003 


are also available for use. An outlining 
function is available and this simply 
involves tabbing in on a new line to 
create subordinate entries. OneNote will 
Stay at this level until the user moves 
back a stage with the Backspace key. 

If horizontal outlining is required then 
press the Tab key directly after an entry 
has been typed in. 

Drawing is also possible. OneNote 
provides four thin felt tip pens, four 
thick felt tips and four highlighters. If 
you've only got a mouse then youre 
not going to be able to write at 
dictation speed, but this could still be a 
useful function to have. Handwriting is 
obviously easier on a Tablet PC and 
additional features become available 
here. For example, text can be selected 
and formatted as if it had been entered 
on a keyboard. 

If you've got a soundcard then 
audio can also be recorded and saved 
as an entry in OneNote. A miniature 
OneNote window can be accessed at 
any time from the system notification 
area. Entries made here become 
individual tabbed entries in the Side 
Notes work area. A Find function is able 


Excel Outlook PowerPoint Access 
2003 2003 2003 2003 
x x x x 
x x 
x x 
x x x 
x x 
x x x x 


Æ This edition includes additional support for Extensible Markup Language 
(XML) and information rights management (IRM) content creation and authoring. 
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Take note - clear up that pile of old 
envelopes and get into the twenty-first 
century with OneNote. 


to search all text areas for information, 
and any data can be emailed to 
another user. As this is by means of an 
attachment with a ONE extension, the 
other user will also have to have 
OneNote installed on their PC. 

While OneNote is an extremely 
powerful application, we can't help 
thinking how much better it is on the 
Tablet PC. Loading up a full application 
to make a few scribbles is nowhere 
near as straightforward as quickly 
summoning Notepad, and the mouse 
is never going to be a pen substitute. 
Matthew Holbrook 








Publisher Outlook 2003 with 
2003 Business Contact 
Manager 
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PRICE New user, US$99 
upgrade, not available 

Suite pricing page 45 

INFO www.microsoft.com 
0870 6010 100 

SUPPLIER www.amazon.co.uk 


CPU Pentium Ill 
RAM 128MB 
OS Windows 2000 with SP3 or XP 


CPU 2GHz Pentium 4 
RAM 256MB 
OS Windows XP 


( PCPlus verdict 
ONENOTE 2003 


FOR 

V Quick and easy note-taking 

V Extremely comprehensive functions 
V Simple to sort written notes 


AGAINST 
X Feels uncomfortable on desktop PCs 


Value eeed0e00000 





Features 00900900009090 
UEC O AA AE) 





New user Upgrade price 
price 
$499 $329 
$499 $279 
$399 $239 
$149 n/a 
n/a n/a 
n/a n/a 








PRICE £53 (£45 ex VAT) (StarOffice) 
Free (OpenOffice.org) 

INFO wwwsun.com (StarOffice) 
www.openoffice.org (OpenOffice.org) 
SUPPLIER Sun Microsystems 
(StarOffice)/Open Source 
(OpenOffice.org) 


CPU Pentium ll 
RAM 64MB 
OS Windows 98 and above or Linux 


CPU 2Ghz Pentium 4 
RAM 256MB 
OS Windows 2000 





StarOffice’s pricetag stems from 


large companies’ tendency to 
equate ‘free’ with ‘rubbish’. 





STAROFFICE 7 / 
OPENOFFICE.ORG 1.1 


FOR 

V Free download 

V Almost every base covered 
V Cross-platform compatible 


AGAINST 

X Little group working potential 
X No email/proper database 

X Workmanlike interface 

X Still effectively on first release 


Value 0090090000900900 


Features 0090009000909 
Performance O AAE) 
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ery few developers have 
the financial clout to 
develop, fund and promote 
a product purely to stick two fingers up 
at Microsoft, but Sun is definitely in 
that boat. The story of OpenOffice.org 
story is an interesting one. It was 
initially kicked off by Suns decision to 
release the source code to its StarOffice 
suite to the Internet community. The 
deal was simple. They got to keep the 
StarOffice name, and any 
improvements added to the code by 
the rest of the world — courtesy of the 
GPL of course — and in return, anyone 
would be allowed to do whatever they 
wanted with the code. While 
OpenOffice.org is the main project, you 
could go to the site right now and re- 
release it as MeOffice, and nobody 
would bat an eyelid. The biggest 
example of this to date is the 
repackaged version shipped with 
Ximian Desktop to make the suite fit in 
better on the Linux desktop. 

The obvious question therefore is 
why you would go out and purchase 
StarOffice when OpenOffice.org is 
available for free. Put simply, theres not 
much reason to. StarOffice pricetag 
stems largely from large companies’ 
tendency to equate ‘free’ with ‘rubbish’, 
and largely geared towards legitimising 
it to middle management. You do get a 
handful of bonus features, a little 
technical support and a 
few goodies such as a 
basic database 
component, a few file 
filters, additional 
templates, clip-art and 
fonts — most notably 
those geared towards 
Asian documents — but 
nothing you can't live 
without. The core 
programs themselves 
— Writer, Calc and Draw 
— remain unchanged between Star 
and Open, Windows and Linux, PC and 
Mac. As for legal stability, theres now 
no way for Sun to suddenly stop 
development in favour of StarOffice 
— development is now taking place 
in the free version and being copied 
across to the commercial version, 
not unlike Mozillas former corporate 
Netscape face. 

Of the main application, Writer is by 
far the biggest threat towards Microsoft 
— so few people use Word for anything 
more than basic typing, and Writer is 
more than capable of handling your 
letters, long documents and other 
important files. On a technical level, it's 
capable of both importing and 
exporting files in the standard Microsoft 
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StarOffice 7/OpenOffice.Ore 1.1 





The entire suite is extemely comfortable to use, and is bursting with features, but 
there are still a handful of outstanding issues which should have been fixed by now. 


Office formats (provided that the 
documents arent too complicated, or 
reliant on Microsoft specific macros 
and plug-ins), while offering its own 
open XML-based alternative for third- 
party developers to take advantage of. 
Finally, if you're concerned about 
readability, recent versions of the suite 
have the option to export documents 
directly into PDF format, and Impress 
presentations into Flash format. The 
new pseudo-PDF Flash Paper hasn't 
been integrated into either Writer or 
its fellow applications, to the 
disappointment of the three or so 
people currently using it, but could 
potentially follow in a later release. 
While the entire suite is extremely 
comfortable to use, and bursting with 
almost all the features that you could 
need, there are still a handful of 
outstanding issues which really should 
have been fixed by this point, such as 
wordcounts being restricted to entire 


documents instead of specific sections. 


There are always workarounds for 
these problems, often as simple as 
copying the words to count across to 
a new documet, but they can still mar 
your day-to-day experience with the 
suite. While this is unsurprising for the 
rolling releases of OpenOffice.org, the 
lack of progress in StarOffice proper is 
rather depressing — for 7 read 6.5. And 
even that's being exceptionally 
generous. The next version, 
codenamed Q (as in ‘quality’) is 
planned to be a radical overhaul of the 
entire suite, in matters of general look 
and feel, performance, compatibility 
and a few extra features, including a 
similar back-up/Document Recovery 


tool to the one in Microsoft Office. The 
only potentially serious problem, 
especially for a suite that’s directly 
attempting to take on Microsoft, is the 
absence of an Outlook replacement. 
While there are certainly free email 
clients for Windows, almost all of them 
are geared towards individual use — 
lacking the advanced scheduling, 
group connection and other essential 
features for even small offices. 


Wishing upon a... 

Luckily, the sheer amount of features 
you get for either free, or a very low 
price, are more than worth the 
occasional inconveniences. All the 
features that you need are on hand, 
from Writer's Mail Merge tool to the 
animated slideshows of Impress, and 
bundled with a handful of extremely 
useful additions such as the floating 
Styles panel to keep your document in 
trim, and gimmicky additions like the 
3D Globe Generator for when youre 
desperate for a picture of Earth. Equally 
important, while both versions come 
with a comprehensive help file to guide 
you through problems, and a lightbulb 
icon to offer live help rather less 
obtrusively than the much-maligned 
Clippy, StarOffice ships with full paper 
documentation and other useful 
guides to help you get up to speed 
quickly. Theres little in the suite that will 
cause you any uncomfortable head- 
scratching, at least until you reach the 
more advanced features in Calc and 
the database, but this can be very 
useful when trying to persuade less 
technically minded users to give it a try, 
Richard Cobbett 
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PRICE £70 (£60 ex VAT) 
INFO wwwability.com 
SUPPLIER Element5 0207 231 1004 





CPU 200Mhz Pentium 
RAM 32MB 
OS Windows 95 or higher 


bility Office is by far the least 
known of the contenders on 
test here. Star/OpenOffice.org 
has its open source notoriety, 
WordPerfect gets to benefit from Corel's 
marketing power, KOffice is installed by 
default on almost every Linux system 
out there and Final Draft is the only real 
name in its niche. So why isn't Ability 
Office recognised more? Whatever the 
reason, it has nothing to do with its 
capabilities, although its completeness 
is almost certainly a factor. 





CPU 2GHz Pentium 4 
RAM 256MB 
OS Windows 2000 


Natural ability 

For starters, while it technically offers 
far more tools than any of the other 
packages on test here, the actual 
choices are somewhat curious. In 
addition to the normal word processor 
and spreadsheet combination, you get 
a vector-based drawing program, a 
photo-based alternative and a 
database to boot. No other package 
here, not even Microsoft Office itself, 
covers all of these bases — and 
between them they cover almost 
everything that the average desktop 
requires. The price you pay for this is 
twofold — approximately £60-/0 based 
on exchange rates, and a handful of 
slightly clunkier interfaces than the 
alternatives. Draw, in particular suffers 
from this — it would be churlish to 
complain about its 
inclusion, but in practice 
its little better than a 
vector-based Microsoft 
Paint. Likewise, forget 
about even the limited 
friendliness in packages 
like Access and Excel — 
Database and 
Spreadsheet are as pared 
down as their names, 
with only a handful of 
basic wizards and little 
time for handholding. 
More crucially, there is also no 
PowerPoint equivalent on offer, making 
the collected package rather less 
compelling in an office environment. 
Needless to say, team-working and 
Internet features can be counted out 
Straight away, 





No other package here, not 
even Microsoft Office itself, 
offers all these tools. 


Photopaint is the most pleasant 
surprise in the package, as it’s 
a very powerful image editor. 





| PCPlus verdict d : 
ABILITY OFFICE STUDIO The Briar Patch Project 
FOR While these problems dont cause too 


V Wide feature set 
V Excellent image editor 
V Strong word processor 


AGAINST 
X Painful Ul 
X Cheap and cheerful in feel 


many problems in themselves, there 
are a number of eccentricities to take 
into account. In particular, Frames and 
Callouts act as an annoying 
combination of those intrusive lines in 
Microsoft Word and Brer Rabbit tussling 
with his tar baby. Theres no good 
reason — none whatsoever — why you 
should have to go into a separate 


Features CA AAE) 
Performance @0 0 0000 
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Ability’s word processor is no slouch. You get a range of extra bonuses such as the 
WriteFX system for jazzing up headlines with custom borders, and many more. 


tabbed window and then click a button 
marked [DELETE] instead of simply 
clicking on the border and hitting the 
relevant switch on your keyboard. 
Doing anything else hints that the 
designers weren't merely behind the 
door when the usability guidelines 
were handed out, but angrily yelling 
‘Open Sesame’ at the knob. 

Of course, this cut-down approach 
is much easier to deal with in the main 
applications — a word processor is a 
word processor is a word processor 
after all, and Ability's offering is no 
Slouch. In addition to the standard 
typing and layout tools, you get a 
range of extra bonuses such as the 
WriteFX system for jazzing up headlines 
with custom borders, textures, and a 
drop-shadow effect quite capable of 
masquerading as a basic glow filter. 
The common link between this, and 
the vector based tools provided in 
Draw, is that none are going to Impress 
you unduly. The majority of the results 
that are made possible with this 
system look as cheap as Ability Offices 
pricetag, but sufficient care and 
attention can reap rewards. 

Far outstripping this dubious level 
of graphical tedium, Photopaint 
ironically proves to be by far the most 
pleasant surprise in the package. 
Although it certainly won't be giving 
Paint Shop Pro or Photoshop any 
sleepless nights, its a surprisingly 
powerful image editor, with full support 
for layered images, a wide range of 
brushes, patterns and textures to 
experiment with and even the ability to 
load in external Photoshop filters for 
more powerful effects. Painting is 


extremely straight-forward, and it 
would certainly be possible to create 
impressive, high-quality results using 
this package alone. 

Back in the main suite, AbilityOffice 
is capable of importing and exporting 
into the traditional Microsoft formats, in 
addition to exporting as platform- 
independent PDFs and Ability Offices 
own aa” badged formats. This is 
certainly perfectly good for sending 
your own documents for other people 
to view, although we would be highly 
reluctant to rely on it working the other 
way around. 

Despite all this, the emotion that 
Ability Office draws out is frustration. 

It doesn't work as well as many of its 
rivals, yet at the same time isnt bad 
enough to be worth throwing away 
in most of their favour. Many computer 
systems do now come bundled with 
it instead of the traditional Microsoft 
Works package, and in this context It 
works splendidly. Against the free 
OpenOffice.org however, the result 

is considerably less clear cut. More 
features doesn't necessarily lead to 

a more powerful package, and in 
terms of sheer ease of use, Ability 
Office cannot hold a candle to 
WordPerfect’s flexibility. A middle 

of the road system in every respect, 
but at least the price is right if you 
can get past the inherent 
unfriendliness. In the end, its certainly 
worth experimenting with Ability 
Office if you are already lucky enough 
to have a copy to hand, but there 

are precious few reasons to go in 
search of a copy. 

Richard Cobbett 





OFFICE SUITE 


hen looking at office suites, 
one thing stands out: they're 
usually very similar They 
each offer roughly the same essential 
features, in an immediately 
recognisable form, with a handful 

of additions that are all their own. 
WordPerfect is no different in this 
respect, but it can claim to have 

been offering most of them for a fair 
length of time now — the perks of 
being an established software 
package. However, this lengthy 
development typically bleeds into 

at least a few more esoteric features, 
which simply won't have been 
immediately obvious. 

In the case of WordPerfect, these 
begin with the Prompt As You Go box 
and the simple phrase ‘swuzzle herring 
herring’. While most packages would 
immediately bleep red at such a 
nonsensical phrase, WordPerfect takes 
things a step further. As well as offering 
the option to turn your swuzzle into 
swizzle, Prompt As You Gos error filter 
would both delete the red-lined herring 
and offer a variety of other terms that 
you may not have considered 
employing, such as clupeid fish’. A 
more straightforward ‘fish’ is not on 
offer however, and ‘piscine’ fails to 
provide any synonyms at all — but 
try it on a humble ‘fish’ and you 
immediately get a whole range of 
potential replacements, including ‘go 
fish’, ‘search indirectly’ and, for 
whatever reason, ‘schlemiel’. While a 
humble thesaurus might perhaps be 
more directly useful, this is 
nevertheless an interesting addition 
to the average editor — even if, like 
Microsoft Office, it would be more at 
home in the right-click menu instead 
of the toolbar. 





A life of synonyms 

Beyond such tweaks lie the usual 
program suspects — WordPerfect 
handling documents and presentations 
and passing spreadsheet duties to 
Quattro Pro. Running through in rough 
order, theres little not to like about 
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For day-to-day use there’s little to dislike 
about WordPerfect’s word processing. 
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PRICE £276 (£235 ex VAT) 
INFO www.corel.co.uk 
SUPPLIER Corel 01628 58 9800 


CPU 166MHz Pentium 
RAM 64MB 
OS Windows 98 or higher 
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CPU 2GHz Pentium 4 
RAM 256MB 
OS Windows 2000 
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‘Prompt As You Go’ in WordPerfect begins with the phrase ‘swuzzle herring herring’. 
Most packages would beep red at such a phrase but WordPerfect goes a step further. 


WordPerfect’s word processing for 
day-to-day use. In addition to straight 
word processing, a rather more 
effective addition than the Prompt 

box is the ability to preview the effects 
of changing a selections font on the 
document itself instead of having to 
guess from the font windows preview, 
along with right-click access to drop- 
caps and horizontal lines that can not 
only be summoned by typing ‘——-’, 
but deleted using the actual delete 
button. As everyone knows, this isn't 
always guaranteed in other packages. 
Sadly, not everything is quite so 
Straightforward — best shown by the 
intolerably slow PDF export. After 
months with OpenOffice.org spitting 
out Acrobat files with a quick click, 

its impossible to go back to chuntering 
progress bars. Or cindering, clattering, 
clustering or cantering, as the 
synonymic case may be. 

Move to Quattro Pro however, and 
one of WordPerfect's better features 
soon takes over. Almost anything in 
the WordPerfect suite can be done 
either by hand, or via a series of task 
based Wizard interfaces which sit on 
the left hand of the screen. While 
word processing, you'll almost certainly 
want to switch these off as soon as 
possible — simply dropping an image 
on the screen without worry — but 
they come into their own with the 
more advanced spreadsheet. As a 
very simple example, you can load 
in the empty templates provided, and 
immediately fill them with sample 
data — and, just as importantly, remove 
it all with that same simple click. 
Theres no need to worry that you 


may have missed a box somewhere, 
with the rest of the screen furniture 
protected from edits until you manually 
unlock it. 

These templates find a safe middle 
ground in the Presentation section. 
Although its no more difficult to use 
than PowerPoint, the task based 
system makes it considerably easier 
to play with clip-art, 
transitions, sounds and 
links without having to 
hunt for the necessary 
option. You can simply 
import an arrow vector 
object, then flick through 
the Add Special Effects 
screens to add drop- 
shadows, transitions, 
animations, bizarre 
warping effects and even 
rudimentary 3D text, 
complete with lighting and 
texture mapping. 
Interestingly, most of these stack, 
enabling you to come up with some 
truly bizarre effects for your documents. 

Overall, WordPerfect is a very 
solid contender, especially for less 
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experienced users who require more COREL WORDPERFECT 
handholding than the other packages FR 


on test here. For more advanced 
hands, theres little reason to choose it 
over the others, but only a handful of 
minor quibbles holding it back from 
being as good an office suite 
replacement as anything else that 
you'll find on the shelves. That is, of 
course, if you can persuade Corel to 
actually sell you a copy in the first 
place. Keep your eyes peeled. 
Richard Cobbett 


VY Comprehensive suite 
V Easy to pick up 
V Helpful Wizards 


AGAINST 


X Hard to track down 
X Slow PDF import 
X Pricey 
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PRICE N/A 
INFO wwwkoffice.org 
SUPPLIER Open Source 


CPU Pentium 
RAM 32MB 
OS Linux 2 or higher 


CPU 2GHz Pentium 4 
RAM 256MB 
OS SuSE Linux 8.2 


KOFFICE 


FOR 

VY Fully featured 

V Every application you need 
VY Completely free 


AGAINST 
X Not all features up to business level yet 


Value N/A 
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PRICE £264 (£225 ex VAT) 
INFO www'finaldraft.com 
SUPPLIER Amazon.com 


CPU Pentium 
RAM 32MB 
OS Windows 98 or higher 


CPU 2GHz Pentium 4 
RAM 256MB 
OS Windows XP 


FINAL DRAFT 6 


FOR 
V Powerful screenwriting 
V Feature-packed 


AGAINST 
X Expensive 


Features 009000000900 
Performance O ALU AEO) 
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KOffice 


t may seem odd to devote 
only half a page to KOffice, 
and certainly thats barely 
enough to cover the huge range of 
features, but theres a simple reason: 
KOffice ships with so many Linux 
distributions that if youre in a position 
to use it, you need only pop your 
installation discs back in the drive and 
install it. For your efforts, you will be 
greeted by a word processor (KWord), 
spreadsheet (KSpread) and PowerPoint 
replacement (KPresenter), with the 
other elements of the suite available 
for free from www. koffice.org. 
These include KVivio for flowcharting 
and management charts, the Karbonl4 
vector drawing application, business 
report generator Kugar, charting utility 
Kchart, database connector Kexi and 
the formula editor KFormula. Coming 
in a later release is the image-editing 
tool Krita, intended to be an easy to 
use alternative to The GIMP and other 
more advanced editors. Needless to 
say, this is a lot of functionality for 
your no money. 

As with many open-source projects, 
KOffice is very powerful without being 





WRITING TOOL 





word processor. You can 
certainly use it as one, 
should the mood take you, but its real 
goal Is to ease the workload when 
writing scripts — be they for television, 
cinema, comic books, office 
presentations, or simply for fun. It's the 
industry standard package for doing so, 
and few professional screenwriters 
would be without a copy. 





Act one 

The main function on offer is layout. 
As you type, Final Draft is programmed 
to automatically put each element of a 
document into the correct place, from 
speakers (their names in full capitals) 
to Dialogue (indented, and contained 
within a thin margin, leaving plenty 

of space for scribbled notes). It even 
comes with a huge selection of script 
layout guides from TV shows like La 
Femme Nikita, The Simpsons and The 
Sopranos, and while full scripts would 
certainly have been more interesting, 
these do provide an excellent way of 
seeing how the professionals go about 
the writing process. 
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Final Draft 6 


inal Draft is not your average 


feature-complete. In particular, while 

it can read in text from Microsoft 
formatted files, more advanced 
elements such as headers usually 

find themselves being stripped out. 
Moreover, it cannot actually export in 
this format, restricting you to more 
basic forms such as RIF when the time 
comes to share your documents. While 
this isnt a problem for personal use, 
and every Linux distribution out there 
offers at least one simple way to 
export your documents into universal 
PDFs, this radically cuts KOffices 
usefulness in the business world. The 
difference between the two open- 
source camps is clear. OpenOffice.org is 
about replacing your existing software, 
while KOffice focuses on giving you 
everything that you need up front. 

This is a very different model to 
work under, and one whose usefulness 
largely depends on the software that 
you already have sitting on your 
machine. For us, most of these 
positions are already filled with other 
packages, either as full suites like 
StarOffice itself, or more ubiquitious 
software like The aforementioned GIMP 





Aside from simple layout, Final 
Drafts main contribution to the writing 
half of screenwriting is speed. Start 
writing a conversation, and it will 
automatically flick between the 
characters as you type. Need to 
change to a different element? It's just 
a matter of tapping a keyboard 
shortcut. Theres no faster way of 
writing your scripts. Furthermore, Final 
Draft goes far beyond any other word 
processor in its dedicated writing tools, 
such as the ability to give every 
character their own synthesised voice, 
and bring up tables of how many lines 
each has, how the scenes break down 
and many other such guides to your 
screenplays structure. The one 
genuinely annoying decision is to 
continue planning out scenes using the 
old-fashioned card metaphor instead 
of a more convenient list, making it 
more fiddly to move through your plan 
than it really needs to be. Having a 
thumbnail view of scenes on hand 
would make it far easier to both 
browse and plan — allowing for more 
direct information to be noted without 
having to write it onto your script. 
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KOffice is may be very powerful but it’s 
lacking in features. 


but new users could do far worse than 
Stocking up on one of the most 
comprehensive open-source suites on 
the market. If nothing else, once you 
have the entire lot sitting on your 
computer, it becomes much easier to 
slowly snap in more advanced 
software for when you hit the end of 
your chosen products feature set. And 
of course, should this never happen, 
you have everything you need without 
having to pay a penny. KOffice is one 
of those few everybody-wins situations 
which definitely merits a spin. 

Richard Cobbett 
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Final Draft is the industry standard 
package for writing scripts, and few 
professionals would be without a copy. 


Final Draft makes use of an 
unusual, but interesting product 
activation system. Although you can 
only authorise your disc on one 
computer, you can continue using it on 
any computer provided that you insert 
the CD first. This is a decent balance 
between usability and security, and a 
model which other companies would 
do well to look at if they're to insist 
on continuing internet authorisation. 
It's a carefully thought out system 
guaranteed to appeal to the 
professional writer within you. 
Richard Cobbett 
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EDITOR'S CHOICE 


Microsoft Office 2003 


PRICE See pricing table page 45 
INFO www.microsoft.com/08/0 6010 100 
SUPPLIER www.amazon.co.uk 


D hile we remain unsure about many features, 
notably the effects of very Office-focused 


features like IRM, theres no denying that Office remains 


pound-for-pound the best office suite on the PC. There 
is almost nothing that you can't do with it. With full 
support for group work, both in individual documents 
and entire server-side solutions provided by InfoPath, 


its ideal for enterprise customers looking to keep a firm 


grasp on their data, while still packing all the features 
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BEST VALUE 


OpenOffice.Org 1.1 


PRICE Free 
INFO www.openoffice.org 
SUPPLIER Open Source, OpenOffice.org 


Oo t's free, as in both speech and beer, and while the 
development has been a touch slow for comfort 
ever since It went open source, It is deservedly one of 
the best-known projects on the go. Covering the majority 
of the main Office bases — with proper databases due in 
the next major release — it offers both Windows and Mac 
users the opportunity to get hold of a great office suite 
for the price of a download. Highly recommended, for 
home and office alike. 


PC verdict © O Q 0 0 0 Q 90 Q 
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needed by the teams in the trenches. The extra 
expandability offered by macros, scripting, or the ability 
to plug in additional tools such as Project or Visio, 
completes the feature set — although of course, not for 
free. If youre looking for the best overall package on 
the market, then you've found it. Ensure that it's worth 
the price before breaking out the credit card, though. 
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BEST PERFORMER 


Corel WordPerfect Office 11 


PRICE £276 (£235 ex VAT) 
INFO www.corel.co.uk 
SUPPLIER Core! 01628 58 9800 


D hile WordPerfect may be getting on a bit now, it is 
by far the easiest of the would-be Office killers to 
get into, thanks to its professional quality engineering 
and its time in the trenches. The more modern packages 
are catching up fast, but WordPerfect is the only one that 
you could sit your boss in front of now, without having 
them poke around for too many missing features. A very 
strong contender if you absolutely have to have your 
replacement package now. 


PC verdict © O Q 0O 0O 0 9 0O 





Does Bill's latest offering justify the hype? Can 
Microsoft maintain its cast iron grip? We think so! 


Office 2003 meets its 
competitors head on. 
Where are we going next? 


The winner of this test shouldn't 
come as a huge surprise, but the 
big news for us was just how far 
down the road most of Office's 
competitors really are, especially 
when you sit down to consider 
exactly which elements of the suite 
you use on a day to day basis. 
Almost every package here is 
capable of creating fully laid out 
documents, animated slideshows 
and spreadsheets, with most 
capable of both importing and 
exporting Microsoft specific 
document types. The fact that such 
exporting tools remain imperfect is 
rather symptomatic of Microsoft's 
typical love of lock in, without 
which it would be much easier to 
let features like Information Rights 
Management pass with a pat on 
the back instead of arched 
eyebrows. What’s more, these new 
features are considerably harder for 
third-party programmers to begin 
coding. Conventional security 
wisdom says that a piece of 
encrypted information should 
remain so even if everybody on the 
planet were given a copy of the 
algorithm, but we don't see anyone 
planning their timelines for a 
Mozilla based reader. 

Of the other features on offer, we 
can't help but notice that several 
features that we'd expected to be 
standard issue by now are still 
missing in action. Despite every 
competing product offering built-in 
export to PDF, Office continue 
pushing the .DOC format 
exclusively. Likewise, it would 
appear that years of having 
Outlook targeted by the world’s 
virus writers has had little effect on 
its designers, with even greater 
emphasis on features like the 
Preview Pane, and yet very few 
twists to conventional spam killing 
tools. This is especially bad when 
you consider the Baynesian system 
built into Apple's freebie client for 
OS X and the raft of spam-busting 
software currently available for 
both Outlook and other e-mail 
based systems. If Microsoft 
genuinely wants to lead the way, 
it needs to address the actual, 
physical problems that people have 
with its suite instead of declaring 
us all “Knowledge Workers”. We're 
“Data Pioneers” and proud of it! 
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EXPERT REVIEWS 


DUAL 2GHz OPTERON WORKSTATION 


Armari Pro3D Workstation 


Armaris extensive experience with high-end servers is deftly turned to the 
64-bit desktop processing arena to produce some phenomenal results 


PRICE £3993 (£3,399 ex VAT) 
DELIVERY Varies according 

to local supplier 

INFO www.armari.com 

SUPPLIER Armari 0208 993 4111 
WARRANTY 1-year onsite warranty 


CPU 2x 2GHz Opteron 246 

(2GHz each) 

RAM 2GB 

MOTHERBOARD Arima Rioworks 
HDAMB 

HDD Western Digital 120GB 
DRIVES CD-RW 52/52/24x 
GRAPHICS 128MB NVIDIA 
QuadroFX 500 

SCREEN Samsung 191in TFT 
SOUND Onboard Realtec ALC650 
SPEAKERS None supplied 
COMMS 10/100/1000 Ethernet 
PORTS 6x USB 2.0, 2x Serial, PS/2 


mouse and keyboard, DVI-out, Parallel 


OTHER HARDWARE Logitech 
Cordless Desktop MX mouse 

and keyboard 

OS SUSE Linux Enterprise Server 8 
OTHER SOFTWARE None supplied 








espite Linux being the most 
popular choice as a server 
OS, one arena that has yet 
to see much activity on the Linux front 
is the workstation market. Workstations 
are generally high-spec machines, 
designed for the desktop but with the 
power of servers. Theyre normally 
used for complex business tasks such 
as CAD/CAM, graphics and video 
processing and database handling. 
Armari, the popular high-performance 
computing server manufacturer, has 
now launched the first serious Linux 
workstation effort, and it comes nicely 
wrapped up in a small black box. 
Inside are two of AMD's new 246 
Opterons, coupled with 2GB of ECC 
RAM and a 120GB Western Digital 
UDMA/100 hard drive. Added to that 
are a 128MB NVIDIA QuadroFX graphics 
card, theoretically able to transfer just 
shy of 8GB/s through the graphics 
memory, and a first-class 19in TFT LCD 
monitor from Samsung. Graphically 
speaking, this is almost as good as it 
gets right now for business users, 
although its possible that the most 
demanding users might want one of 
the more expensive QuadroFX cards. 


64-bit supremo 

With such a powerful CPU system 
driving this machine, its not surprising 
that it performs excellently across the 
board. CPU-intensive tests, such as 
encoding audio and video, are 
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Armari, the high-performance computing 
server manufacturer, has now launched 
the first serious Linux workstation effort. 


particularly fast, around 50 per cent 
faster than a dual 2.8GHz Xeon. Keep in 
mind that these Opterons run at only 

2 0GHz a piece and you'll realise that 
AMDs claim about the ‘megahertz’ 
myth seems quite justified! 

With only an IDE hard drive, this 
machine will never perform too highly 
in hard drive-intensive environments. 
However, its important to remember 
that it isnt a server, so doesn't need a 
RAID array behind it. 

One of the biggest problems with 
AMD's Opteron chip is that it tends to 
run very hot when left for any period 
of time, therefore requiring some fairly 
extreme fan cooling. This machine 
features SuperMicro's new low-noise 
chassis, and also has a special dual- 
fan, low-noise PSU. Put this next to an 
average desktop machine and you'll 
probably think the desktop is louder, 





which is a surprising achievement, 
even for Armari. Thanks to this low- 
noise system and its attractive 
peripherals (the monitor is stunning), 
this machine would fit in well on any 
corporate or home desktop. 

While the original intent of the 
Opteron was to be an able workstation, 
as well as a good server chip, that 
goal was never truly realised until 
Armari came up with this workstation. 
It's clear that this is a machine 
designed to make the most cutting- 
edge hardware available outside the 
server room, and it actually 
outperforms most servers out there 
when it comes to CPU performance. 

The new Opteron 246 CPUs have 
scaled perfectly as the clock speed has 
been cranked up, which means we can 
probably expect a number of further 
clock hikes over the next year or So. 
AMD's roadmap shows its AMD64 
chips getting down to 90 nanometres 
in the first half of next year, which 
should allow it to carry on speeding 
things up linearly. Of course, with the 
performance already so far ahead 
of Xeons, AMD could really just rest 
on its laurels. 

For use as a workstation, a lot of 
effort has gone into making this 
machine extra quiet, and the results 
are impressive. Even when stressing 
the hard disk to its limits, the machine 
is still virtually silent. The price tag 
might seem a bit hefty for some, but 
while this is probably beyond all but 
the richest of consumers, its only a 
drop in the ocean for large companies. 

The only flaw with this machine is 
that it doesnt include a DVD-ROM, but 
you can add one using Armaris custom 
configuration system. The question 
now is how long will it be before the 
competition catch up? 

Paul Hudson 


ARMARI PRO3D 
WORKSTATION 


FOR AGAINST 
V Best AMD64 CPUs X No DVD-ROM 
V Great graphics card 
and monitor 
V Very quiet 
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Value 
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Features 
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BENCHMARK 


1 


1GHz CPU 
128MB RAM 
L5GHz CPU 
256MB RAM 


veshams emedia 2.6 strikes 
a good balance between AV 
chic and IT practicality, But 
its still far from being a lifestyle device. 
The Media Center software may 
support an IR remote control for couch 
potato operation, but this is still a fully 
loaded PC. Dont give too much weight 
to the Media Center tag. If you're 
spending close to £1,/00 you'll still 
expect the emedia 2.6 to be a good 
all-round system first and a pretty 
entertainment station second. 

But the form and function of 
Eveshams first Media Center PC is 
defined by its multimedia bias. The 
compact chassis gives the impression 
that it's more set-top box than PC, and 
the lounge-friendly design neatly 
conceals the optical drive and front- 
mounted computer ports — here one 
FireWire and two USB 2.0 connections. 
Even the integrated Sony DW-U10A 
multi drive blends in perfectly. And like 
all Media Center PCs, the emedia 2.6 
comes with a Flash Card reader 
capable of accessing SD/MMC, 
CompactFlash, SmartMedia and 
Memory Stick formats. 





Behind the hype 

Media Center operation, especially the 
TV/PVR functionality, demands some 
hefty clout, so the emedia 2.6 has 
been built around a hard-working 
2.6GHz Pentium 4 and an MSI i865 
motherboard. With 512MB of RAM 

and a 120GB hard disk for storage, 

itS certainly no slouch — tests with 
SYSMark 2002 coughed up a score of 
259 Its all-round performance outside 
the Media Center environment is 
enhanced by the presence of a 128MB 
Radeon 9600 graphics card. With 
3DMark 2001SE and 2003 scores of 
9215 and 2,588 respectively, it can cope 
well with everything from Office 2003 
to Unreal Tournament 2003. 

Microsoft hopes you'll site a PC like 
the emedia 2.6 in the living room — a 
wireless pod connects to the two PS/2 
ports So you can control the mouse 
and keyboard; while a second IR pod 
plugs into a USB socket to support the 
remote control. The base unit here 
came supplied with a set of Creative 
Labs DIT 5300 Inspire 5.1 speakers and 
a smart, sharp 17in ViewSonic N1700W 
LCD. Evesham is also making the 
emedia 2.6 available without the 
display for a cut-down price of £1,069. 
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EXPERT REVIEWS 


2.6GHz PENTIUM 4 MEDIA CENTER PC 


Evesham emedia 2.6 


It's by far the best-looking Media Center system we've seen — part PC, 
part set-top box. But does the emedia 2.6 deliver in other areas as well? 





The Black Gold TV tuner alongside the 
Radeon 9600 is capable of decoding 
both analogue and DVB transmissions. 


While the PC itself is certainly 
capable, a digital home life with Media 
Center still has its ups and downs. 
Despite getting good Freeview 
reception via a set-top box, TV 
playback quality ranged from decent to 
painfully jerky when piped through the 
internal Black Gold DVB TV tuner. The 
Media Center software often failed to 
find the correct channel line-up or to 
download the guide listings. It wouldnt 
recognise an external Freeview box 
either (an IR blaster control is included), 
nor was it easy to hook up the 
machine to a TV. Again, this isn't a 
PC problem. It's a Media Center one. 

It'S unfortunate, because Microsoft's 
cool-blue system shell, with its easy 
application integration and remote 
control operation, is actually pretty 
good. It may not simplify computing 
far enough for most people (that's a 


different rant entirely), but its one of 
the best implementations of a PC PVR 
available. Admittedly, a Media Center PC 
works best if it's used for little beyond 
multimedia storage — with a 
compression rate of about 2.5GB per 
hour of TV footage the 120GB HD can 
only store up to 40 hours of 
programming. It would make a good 
second PC rather than a jack-of-all- 
trades, software-clogged machine. 
Quiet-ish rather than truly quiet, 
the emedia 2.6 is arguably the shape 
of PCs to come. It’s still ludicrous that 
Microsoft isn't offering Media Center 
as an upgrade for Windows XP 
Professional (again, a whole new rant), 
because Media Center isn't the killer 
application that will make you rush 
out and buy a new PC. But if youre 
seduced by Microsoft's OS spin-off 
Evesham's machine is one of the 
finest solutions yet. 
Dean Evans 


EVESHAM EMEDIA 2.6 


FOR AGAINST 
V Compact and stylish X Needsa 
V Quiet-ish operation faster processor 
V Available with or 
without LCD 
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PRICE £1,649 (£1,403 ex VAT) 
DELIVERY £40 (£34 ex VAT) 

INFO www.evesham.com 

SUPPLIER Evesham 0870 190 9500 
WARRANTY 3 years (2 years on site, 
3rd year RTB) 


CPU 2.6GHz Pentium 4 

RAM 512MB 

MOTHERBOARD MSI i865G 

HDD Western Digital 120GB 

DRIVES Sony DVD Multi drive 
DW-U10A 

GRAPHICS ATi Radeon 9600 128MB 
SCREEN 17in ViewSonic N1700W LCD 
SOUND Onboard AC'97 

SPEAKERS Creative Labs DIT 

5300 Inspire 5.1 

COMMS 56K modem, 10/100 Ethernet 
PORTS 1x FireWire, 6x USB 2.0, 
Parallel, Serial, VGA out, DVI-out, 
S-Video, Composite TV out, TV-in 
OTHER HARDWARE wireless 
mouse/keyboard, flash card reader, 
remote control, USB IR pod 

OS Windows XP Media Center Edition 
OTHER SOFTWARE BigFix, 
PowerDVD, Windows Movie Maker 








1GHz TRANSMETA ULTRA-PORTABLE LAPTOP 


Sharp PC-MM1110 





EXPERT REVIEWS 


BATTERY LIFE 
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The MM1110 is certainly simple and elegant throughout, but is it fair to dismiss 
the eye-catching ultra-portable as all style and no substance? Almost... 


PRICE £1,099 (£935 ex VAT) 

INFO wwwssharp.co.uk 

SUPPLIER PC World 0870 242 0444 
WARRANTY 1 year 


CPU 1GHz Transmeta TM5800 

RAM 256MB 

HDD Toshiba 15GB 

DRIVES Optional USB floppy/CD-ROM 
GRAPHICS 24MB shared SMI 
Lynx3DM 

SCREEN 104in TFT Screen (1,024x768) 
SOUND RealTek AC’97 

SPEAKERS Monaural 

COMMS LAN, 802.11b 

PORTS 2x USB 2.0, type II PCMCIA, 
mini VGA Out 

OS Windows XP Home Edition, SP1 
SIZE/ WEIGHT 251x206x19.1mm, 0.95Kg 








s regular readers of PC Plus 
will know, the smaller a 
laptop, the greater the 
technical compromises. 

The MM1110 is gorgeously tiny. It’s 
the sort of laptop that you can describe 
with words like ‘slim line’ and ‘ultra- 
portable. With a case height of only 
196mm when closed, the MM1110 is 
simple and elegant throughout. 

The chassis tapers down to a 
Straightforward touchpad complete 
with two stylish silver buttons; the 
104in screen may be small, but it's 
both bright and pin sharp. Theres 
an appealing minimalism here, but 
this is through necessity rather than 
deliberate design. 


You lightweight 
Once sat on your lap, the balance of 
this 0.95Kg machine is excellent and 
the hinged screen has a pleasing level 
of resistance to keep it in place. When 
it comes to performance, Sharp has 
plumped for the 1GHz Transmeta 
TM5800 processor with a view to 
prolonging usage. Unfortunately, the 
gamble hasn't paid off here. Teamed 
up with 256MB RAM and a relatively 
diminutive 15GB hard drive, MobileMark 
2002 revealed both poor performance 
and a disappointing battery rating of 
just 112 minutes. 

Look around the sides of the casing 
and the connectivity options are 
unsurprisingly sparse, with just two 
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A triumph of style over substance, but at 
least Sharp has attempted to overcome 
the limitations of an ultra-portable. 


USB 2.0 ports (Sharp picks up bonus 
points for placing one on either side), 
a VGA out, LAN jack, PCMCIA interface 
and audio out. This means that theres 
no FireWire and no modem, and the 
poor Silicon Motion Lynx3DM+ graphics 
subsystem restricts this laptops skills to 
basic word processing, spreadsheet 
editing, email access and web 
browsing. Is there room for after hours 
gaming or DVD watching? Quite frankly, 
no. Theres no optical drive included 
(optional) and 3DMark 2001SE barely 
completed the first of its tests. 

But this is no ordinary laptop. 
One of the few consolations comes 
by virtue of the fact that the system 
doesn't require a fan for cooling and so 
its almost totally silent when in use. It's 
also Wi-Fi ready, with an 802.11b mini- 
PCI card installed to enable you to 
connect to the Internet whilst on the 
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move. The only feature the MM1110 
needs is instant-on operation. But 

with Windows XP Home as the OS 

of choice, this is a pipedream. 





Docking manoeuvres 

But as we said, this is no ordinary 
laptop, and the MM1110 attempts to 
overcome some of its technical 
shortcomings by relying on a host PC. 
Taking a leaf out of the PDA book, this 
laptop comes with its own docking 
cradle to enable easy charging. Not 
only that, but fast USB 2.0 file transfer 
between the systems enables you to 
quickly pipe files between laptop and 
PC. It's odd, but in truth its a very 
effective solution. Sharp has followed 
the logic of employing a dock to its 
natural conclusion and designed it so 
that the laptop is supported vertically 
on its side. The space-saving upshot 
is that when yourte back at the desk it 
sits neatly by the side of your monitor 
synchronising data courtesy of the 
bundled SharpSync software. 

A triumph of style over substance, 
Sharp has at least recognised the 
limitations of an ultra-portable and 
attempted to overcome them. But this 
model is still hampered by poor overall 
performance and a below par battery 
life. It does, however, highlight the 
fundamental dilemma when 
purchasing a new laptop. Yes, it's 
woefully underpowered by today’s 
Standards. And yes, it comes lacking 
many of the bells and whistles featured 
on larger laptops. But the MM1110 is 
intelligently designed, a joy to use. The 
price Sharp has chosen for it, might just 
take you by surprise, too. 

Dan Hutchinson 
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V Gorgeous looks X Limited mobile potential 
V Innovative design X Poor performance 

V Surprisingly good value 
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s far as laptop buying is 
concerned, its easy to be 
distracted by eye candy 
features: a widescreen LCD perhaps, 
or a Centrino laptop that’s smaller 

and thinner than a hardback novel. 
But such luxury technology usually 
has a downside to it — a widescreen 
LCD reduces battery life and a compact 
slim-top lacks the kick to run anything 
beyond basic Office apps. 

Without a design gimmick that 
immediately catches the eye, 
Multivisions Solus 1030 tends to make 
a ho-hum first impression. Ho: there 
are only two USB 20 interfaces, rather 
than the usual three or a generous four. 
Hum: theres no Wi-Fi or Bluetooth — 
that'll cost you extra. And with a 15in 
display, this black and silver-trimmed 
laptop is never going to be anything 
but a fat ass — 3.1Kg of plastic fat to be 
exact. But beauty should be more than 
case-deep. You need to look closer. If 
you dont, you'll miss the fact that the 
Solus 1030 is not just a capable 
performer; its a stunning one. 





Whose battery life is it anyway? 
Youd be forgiven for thinking that the 
arrival of the Centrino platform and its 
core Pentium-M processor had run the 
mobile Athlon out of town. It's been 
easy to get caught up in the Centrino 
hype, to ignore laptops based on AMD 
chips in favour of the 802.11b-enabled, 
battery-extending talents that Intel's 
dart flight logo stands for. But this 
Multivision machine proves that an 
Athlon-powered system still has much 
to offer. Built around an XP-M 2500+ 
processor, it holds its own against a 
24GHz P4-M, and with a MobileMark 
2002 rating of 137 its on a par with 1.3 
and 14GHz Pentium-Ms. 

Of course, the power-saving 
features of the Athlon XP-M can't match 
those of the Pentium-M — the battery 
life here is closer to three hours than 
four. Considering that a 2500+ processor 
costs half as much as an equivalent 
Intel chip, though, the overall price can 
be kept attractively low. What isnt 
surprising is that Multivision has been 
able to pitch the Solus 1030 at a sub- 
£1,000 price point, but what might raise 
a few eyebrows is the fact that it still 
comes supplied with top-of-the-range 
extras. 512MB of RAM is fast becoming 
Standard issue, but a 60GB hard disk 
and a slim rewritable DVD drive, 





ATHLON 2500+ LAPTOP 
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Multivision Solus 1030 











Are you impressed with what you can buy for £999? No? You should be. 
Multivision’s latest laptop proves that beauty is more than skin deep... 





At a sub-£1000 price point, the Solus 
1030 still manages to come supplied 
with top-of-the-range extras. 


supporting DVD-RAM, -R and -RW 
formats, make this a machine well 
worth having. 


Desktop 3D, laptop-style 
The killer component here is Ali's 64MB 
Mobility Radeon 9600. Mobile graphics 
used to be the one element that kept 
laptops from truly competing with their 
desktop counterparts. The 9600 is Afis 
seventh-generation GPU. Built using a 
Q.15-micron process, It's DirectX 9- 
compliant and boasts more than 
enough grunt to power the latest 
games smoothly in high resolutions. In 
tests with 3DMark 2001SE and 2003, the 
Solus 1030 notched up scores of 9028 
and 2,736 respectively. The 9028 score 
in particular is one of the highest we've 
ever seen from a portable computer. 
So satisfying Is the all-round 
performance of Multivisions machine 


that you can easily overlook those 
areas where the Solus 1050 lags behind 
other laptops. As mentioned earlier, 
theres no integrated wireless option, 
but theres a lone PCMCIA interface in 
which to slot an 802.11b or new .llg 
card. For such a chunky machine, it’s 
also a shame that there are only two 
USB 2.0 slots, although PS/2 and 
FireWire connections are included. And 
while the laptop itself is fairly quiet, 
any ambitions for silent running are 
hampered by the noisy power supply. 

However, none of this changes the 
fact that the Solus 1030 is a superb all- 
round portable, coping with Office 
applications, multimedia and games so 
well that youd think Multivision would 
charge twice as much for it. Although 
the delivery charge (£46) bumps the 
cost up to a PR-unfriendly £1,045, the 
Solus 1030 remains a remarkably well- 
balanced machine at an enticing price. 
Dean Evans 
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PRICE £999 (£850 ex VAT) 

DELIVERY £46 (£39 ex VAT) 

INFO www.multivision.co.uk 
SUPPLIER Multivision 0870 220 2822 
WARRANTY ? years parts and labour 
collect and return 


CPU AMD Athlon 2500+ 

RAM 512MB 

HDD 60GB Fujitsu 

DRIVES Matshita DVD 

Rewriter (RAM/-R) 

GRAPHICS 64MB Mobility 

Radeon 9600 

SCREEN 15in TFT screen (1,400x1,050) 
SOUND RealTek AC'97 

SPEAKERS Stereo 

COMMS 56K modem, LAN, IR 
PORTS 2x USB 2.0, 1x FireWire, 

type Il PCMCIA, VGA Out, PS/2, 
Parallel, S-Video 

OS Windows XP Home Edition, SP1 
OTHER SOFTWARE PowerDVD, 
EasyCD Creator 5 

SIZE/ WEIGHT 328x283x27mm, 3.1Kg 
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1.6GHz CENTRINO LAPTOP 


EXPERT REVIEWS 





Evesham emedia Book 


The first laptop to feature the Media Center Edition of Windows XP 
Whatever will those crazy guys at Evesham think up next? 


PRICE £1,649 (£1,403 ex VAT) 
DELIVERY £20 (£17 ex VAT) 

INFO www.evesham.com 
SUPPLIER Evesham 0870 160 9500 
WARRANTY 2 years on-site, 

1 year RTB 


CPU 1.6GHz Intel Pentium-M 

RAM 512MB 

HDD Toshiba 80GB 

DRIVES QS! DVD-ROM/CD-RW combo 
GRAPHICS 64MB NVIDIA GeForce FX 
Go5200 

SCREEN 154in 15:10 TFT (1,280 x 854) 
SOUND Intel AC'97 

SPEAKERS Built-in, plus Creative l- 
Trigue 2.1 3300 

COMMS 56K Modem, LAN, IR, Wi-Fi 
PORTS 3 x USB 2.0, FireWire, Parallel, 
VGA-Out, S-Video, PCMCIA, Mic, SPDIF 
In/Out 

OTHER HARDWARE USB 2.0 

TV Tuner, USB 2.0 IR Receiver, 

IR Remote Control 

OS Microsoft Windows XP Media 
Center Edition 

OTHER SOFTWARE Microsoft 
Works 7 

SIZE/WEIGHT 352x260x 299mm, 
2./kg 





ere far from convinced that 

Media Center is the triumph 

of convergence many have 
made it out to be. But the undeniable 
fact remains: its currently one of the 
most interesting topics in computing. 
So the first laptop to feature the new 
XP incarnation is well worth a look. 

If looking is all youre going to do, 
then the emedia Book's up there with 
the best. We've seen the stylish silver 
8060B case before, notably in models 
from Advent and Evesham, but its still 
pretty enough to take our fancy. But, a 
word of caution: you should never 
judge a notebook by its cover. 


Media mogul 
The emedia Book is designed first and 
foremost as a multimedia machine and 
the full system is likely to spend more 
time sitting in your living room than 
accompanying you on a train. To turn it 
into a Media Center, Evesham has 
bundled more external devices than 
youd normally get with a laptop. Most 
noticeable of these is a set of 2.1 
Creative l-Irigue speakers. These are 
surprisingly powerful for their size and, 
together with the built-in speakers, 
provide tremendous flexibility for at- 
home listening. If only the sound was 
processed by something a bit more 
powerful than Intel's AC’9/ chip. 

Sadly, the other peripherals aren't 
quite so desirable. The Media Center 
OS relies heavily on both a TV tuner 
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As you'd expect form a multimedia 
machine, the Evesham eMedia’s 
auto controls are easily accessible. 


and an IR receiver for the remote 
control, and both are provided as USB 
options here. You can take the Book 
out, but you can only take 65 per cent 
of the Media Center with you. 

But then this is more than just a 
Media Center. Granted, the chassis is 
fairly bulky, but it needs to be to 
accommodate the 154in widescreen. 
Wed actually be happy to accept a bit 
more bulk to get a 1/in screen, 
particularly as were supposed to be 


using this machine to watch television. 


It's nice, though, to see a total mass of 
just 2./kg. 


Our two cents 

Theres one reason for this lightness 
— Centrino. In a machine that you 
might expect to be more of a desktop 
replacement, Evesham has opted for 
long-life over raw power, including 
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built-in Wi-Fi and a 1.6GHz Pentium-M 
processor. This is all well and good, but 
even with 512MB of RAM, it does leave 
you a little short on power for the most 
demanding of Media Centers tools. A 
MobileMark result of 154 is good, albeit 
below what wed expect for a 1.6GHz 
machine, but it has a good 204-minute 
battery life. We did note that DVD 
playback was a little jerky, and there 
were some lip-synching issues. 

One internal organ thats extremely 
healthy is the 80GB hard drive. If you're 
going to use Media Center in the way 
in which Microsoft intends — recording 
hours of television and saving all of 
your photos and music digitally — you'll 
need a heck of a lot of storage space. 
Another slightly odd choice is the 
NVIDIA GeForce FX Go5200 graphics 
card — we were hoping to find a 
Radeon Mobility 9600. We know that 
NVIDIA is Microsofts preferred partner, 
but if you're looking for top-notch 
multimedia performance, this isn't it. A 
3Dmark 2001SE score of just 2,826 
shows that video editing, for one thing, 
isn't really a goer. Even if it was, you 
wouldn't be able to write your movies 
to DVD, as the most that Evesham can 
offer is a DVD-ROM/CD-RW drive. 

Were not totally convinced by the 
idea of Media Center in a portable 
machine. It's certainly a convenient and 
quiet solution. But television and DVD 
playback are most effective at a 
distance with a remote control, and a 
laptop screen simply doesn't boast the 
size or viewing angles to support this. 
Yet the emedia Books good battery life 
will enable you to watch your recorded 
programs on the move, then plug back 
in to the external TV tuner when you 
return. The 8060B chassis is a neat 
compromise between widescreen style 
and easy portability — although its a 
pricey way to own a Media Center. 
Russell James 
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EXPERT REVIEWS 


2.6GHZ PENTIUM 4 DESKTOP PC 


HP Compaq D330 


There are no chime bars, let alone bells or whistles, but HP's new machine could be just the thing for business use 





PRICE £586 (£499 ex VAT) 
INFO www.hp.com/uk 
SUPPLIER HP/0845 270 4142 
WARRANTY 3 years 


CPU Intel 2.6GHz Pentium 4 
RAM 256MB 

HDD 40GB 

DRIVES Compaq CD-RW LIN486S 
GRAPHICS Intel 82865G 
SCREEN None supplied 

SOUND Integrated SoundMAX 
COMMS/PORTS 6x USB 20, PS/2, 
serial, parallel, VGA-out, LAN 

OS Windows XP Professional 
EXTRAS Keyboard, mouse 


D hen you work on a PC mag, its 
tempting to only focus on whats 
new and exciting. We realise, though, 
that business users simply want a 
machine that does the job with the 
minimum of fuss. The HP Compaq 
D330 is the epitome of this. Fortunately, 
its one of the cheapest PCs too. 

But what exactly do you get for 
your money? First of all, theres a 
motherboard based around the Intel 
865G chipset, with its Hyper-Threading 
support and 800MHz system bus. This 
plays host to a Pentium 4 processor 
clocked at 2.6GHz and a healthy 256MB 


2.6GHZ PENTIUM 4 DESKTOP PC 


IBM ThinkCenter $50 PZA73UK 


IBM's smallest desktop PC yet, offers no frills and no nonsense computing for the small business user 





PRICE £740 (£630 ex VAT) 
INFO www.ibm.com/uk 
SUPPLIER www.ibm.com/uk 
WARRANTY 3 years 


CPU 2.6GHz Pentium 4 

RAM 256MB 

HDD 40GB 

DRIVES 48x CD-ROM GCR-8480B 
GRAPHICS Inte! 828656 
SCREEN None supplied 

SOUND Integrated SoundMAX 
COMMS/PORTS &x USB 2.0, 2x serial, 
PS/2, VGA-out, Parallel 

OS Windows XP Professional, SP1 
EXTRAS Keyboard, mouse 








© espite being one of the biggest 
PC manufacturers on the planet, 
IBM is determined not to make a 
stylish PC. Its machines are intentionally 
lacklustre and cursed with an angular 
design. IBMs ThinkPad line offers 
rugged, onyx-coloured computing 
slabs, all of them weighty but capable. 
The new ThinkCenter range, of which 
the S50 is the smallest form-factor, 
brings this design to the desktop PC. 
Aimed at the SMB market, the S50 
doesn't need to trade on good looks to 
woo business buyers. It's a bulk-buy, 
no frills, low maintenance set-up that’s 
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of DDR400 RAM that fills two of the 
four DIMM slots. A SYSMark 2002 score 
of 219 reflects a high degree of 
capability for basic office tasks. This 
translates into a PC Plus Index of 2.31. 

So far, so good. The only problem 
is, theres not much left to report on. 
For graphics, this system relies on the 
on-board Intel solution, which struggles 
with more demanding applications, let 
alone games. The good news is that 
the motherboard supports AGP8X in 
case you want to upgrade. Similarly, 
theres no modem, FireWire card or 
external sound card, which limits your 
options but means that every one of 
the three PCI slots is available. 

Theres also room for expansion in 
the way of drives. The inclusion of a 
40GB hard drive, HP CD-RW and floppy 
drive leaves both a 5.25in and a 3.5in 
bay free. The only problem is that 
these are both tricky to reach due to 
some rather slapdash cabling. There is 
no excuse for cramped conditions as 
the D330 is very large for a business 
machine. Size is an important 
consideration when youre looking to fill 


ideal for large deployments. Several 
customisation options are available, but 
this system is based around a 2.6GHz 
Pentium 4 installed on one of Intel's 
865G motherboards. With only 256MB 
of RAM, performance could be better, 
but a PC Plus Index of 2.45 shows that 
the S50 is more than capable of 
tackling any office task you throw at it. 


New thinking 
Thanks to the S50's small form-factor, it 
can either stand on its side or lay flat, 
with a monitor/LCD on top. Our test 
machine didn't come with a display, but 
IBM can provide matching ThinkVision 
panels. The rest of the components are 
bare bones at best — the 48x CD-ROM 
could do with an upgrade to a DVD- 
ROM or CD-RW unit, while the onboard 
graphics (rated with a 3DMark 2001SE 
score of 2,149) will mangle complex 
visuals into a juddering slideshow. 
Despite this, there are several 
elements that stand out. The 865G 
board supports an 800MHz FSB, dual 
channel DDR memory and Hyper- 
Threading. It also has eight USB 2.0 


your offices, so were disappointed that 
HP hasn't given this more thought. At 
this price, its not surprising to find that 
there are few extras. Theres no monitor 
and you only get dire internal speakers, 
although there is an HP keyboard and 
mouse. The only other thing worth 
mentioning is the generous helping of 
four USB 2.0 ports, two of which are 
placed handily at the front of the PC. 
For small businesses, where price 
is a major consideration, the only real 
reason to look elsewhere Is this 
machines large footprint. 
Russell James 


HP COMPAQ D330 


FOR AGAINST 
V Good expansion options X Uninspiring content 
V Very cheap price X Large footprint 
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interfaces. The new case design 
features a superb hinged lid, which 
allows quick and tool-free access 

to the PCS innards for upgrades or 
maintenance. Inside, two PCI slots and 
a free RAM rack make for limited 
expansion potential. As ever, IBMS 
extensive IT support offers an added 
incentive to buy. Access IBM offers 
system config and protection options, 
while Rapid Restore adds a built-in 
software-saver should a system crash 
damage your My Documents folder. 
Dean Evans 


IBM THINKCENTER 

S50 PZA73UK 

FOR AGAINST 

V Compact system X Limited 

V 865G ‘Springdale’ expansion potential 


motherboard X No CD-RW or DVD-ROM 
V Easy-access hinged lid drive as standard 
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hen Tablet PCs charged 
bravely out of their 
Microsoft-sponsored landing 
craft six months ago, most were 
massacred by journalist indifference. 
Few made it past the interlocking arcs 
of criticism. Only Toshibas Portege 3500, 
Compaqs [C1000 and Acers TM C102 
emerged from the encounter alive. 

Patched up and re-equipped, Acers 
convertible TravelMate now returns to 
do battle. But it should be nervous. 
Manufacturers like Acer have some 
serious PR spending to do to convince 
consumers and businesses to favour a 
Tablet PC over a traditional laptop. Even 
the benefits of the convertible form 
factor are still outweighed by the 
drawbacks. For £300 less, you can get 
a fast all-round portable that can rival 
a desktop PC. The Tablet PCs killer 
applications — its clipboard-style use 
and decent handwriting input — 
havent turned out to be as ‘killer’ as 
Microsoft had hoped. Instead, they still 
feel like a gimmick. 





Back from the dead 
But perhaps this second wave of Tablet 
PC will prove to be the turning point. 
Acers TM C111 TCi, includes some key 
improvements to enhance system 
performance and user productivity. 
Where Acer’ original C102 model 
featured an 800MHZz Pentium Ill 
processor, a 30GB hard disk and 256MB 
of RAM, the C111 improves this core 
spec in all areas. This means extra 
storage space, double the amount of 
memory and a faster processor. 
Crucially, the C111 incorporates a 
1GHz ULV Pentium-M that on paper, 
gives it the battery-saving efficiency 
of a Pentium III with the number- 
crunching talents of a Pentium 4. Tested 
with MobileMark 2002, a score of 127 
suggests that the C111 is a well- 
balanced, flexible machine. It has more 
than enough power to cope with pen- 
enabled office applications and using 
the external USB DVD/CD-RW drive, it’s 
even capable of handling some 3D 
applications and games. But only just... 
The other advantages of the 
Centrino platform are the improved 
onboard graphics and increased battery 
life. The C111's 5D talents are certainly 
an improvement over the C102, as the 
855GM board incorporates Intel's 
Extreme Graphics 2 GPU. But its worth 
qualifying the word ‘improvement’ — 


BATTERY LIFE 
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1GHZ ACER TABLET PC 


EXPERT REVIEWS 








Acer TravelMate C111 TCi 


Second-generation Tablet PCs make a humbled return — but have they 
missed the boat. Will anybody care that Acer’s offering is better than before? 





Using the buttons on the Tablet PC's 
screen, you can rotate the display 
between portrait and landscape modes. 


you don't get a fanfare with a 3DMark 
2001SE score of 1,836. As for increased 
battery life, anyone expecting to get 
the quoted 3.5 hours of use from the 
C111 will be bitterly disappointed. 
MobileMark 20025 intensive office and 
Internet tests drained the Li-lon cell in 
just over two hours. 


Transformer: laptops in disguise 
The appeal of a machine like this 
remains its dual operation — use it as 
an ultra-portable laptop, or by releasing 
the catches on its 104in display and 
twisting it through 180 degrees, you 
can transform the C11 into a slate-style 
Tablet PC. As a laptop, the keyboard is 
cramped, but aided by a touchpad and 
four-way nav-pad. In its Tablet 
configuration, the LCD is pen-sensitive 
only. The stylus slots neatly into the 
edge of the casing. 


Considering its size, theres little 
room for extensive connectivity 
options, yet Acer has managed to 
incorporate a PCMCIA interface, two 
USB 2.0 connections and a FireWire 
jack. Wi-Fi comes as standard, with 
Bluetooth as an optional extra. A new 
collection of Tablet PC-specific 
applications — Zinio Reader, Franklin 
Covey TabletPlanner and Alias 
SketchBook Pro 1 — join the core 
Windows Journal. But is all this enough 
to give you a strong reason to buy? 

Tablet PCs do have markets they 
can aim for, and theyte undeniably 
popular in Far Eastern territories, where 
handwriting input can often be quicker 
than typing. Disappointing battery life 
wounds what Is a decent portable, but 
its capable rather than truly desirable. 
What wed like to see is a convertible 
Tablet with a faster processor, better 
battery and a J4in display. 

Dean Evans 


GER ae 
ACER TRAVELMATE (111 TCI 


FOR AGAINST 

V Lightweight 

V 1GHz ULV Pentium-M 

V Good all-round 
performance 


Value 0090000900 


X Few connectivity options 
X Disappointing battery life 





Features 00900090009 
Performance AAA AE) 





PRICE £1,468 (£1,249 ex VAT) 

INFO www.acer.co.uk 

SUPPLIER www.morecomputers.co.uk 
0870 043 4182 


CPU 1GHz Intel Pentium-M 

RAM 512MB 

HDD 40GB IBM 

DRIVES External FireWire DVD/CD-RW, 
external USB FDD 

GRAPHICS 855G Intel Extreme 
Graphics 2 

SCREEN 104in TFT Screen (1,024x768) 
SOUND Crystal WDM 

SPEAKERS Stereo 

COMMS 56K modem, LAN, IR, 802.11b 
PORTS 2x USB 2.0, 1x FireWire, type II 
PCMCIA, VGA-Out 

OS Windows XP Tablet PC Edition 
OTHER SOFTWARE Zinio Reader, 
Franklin Covey TabletPlanner, 

Alias SketchBook Pro 1.0, NTI-CD- 
Maker 2000 Plus, PowerDVD, 
Windows Journal 

SIZE/ WEIGHT 257x216x30mm, 1.45Kg 
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USB/FIREWIRE ADAPTOR 


EXPERT REVIEWS 


Adaptec DuoConnect for Notebooks 


Bring your laptop up to speed and benefit from a faster connection with full-speed USB 2.0 and FireWire capability 





PRICE £93 (£79 ex VAT) 

INFO www.adaptec-uk.com 
SUPPLIER Adaptec 01276 85 4500 
WARRANTY 5 years RIB 


CONNECTION PC Card slot 
PORTS 2x full speed USB 2.0, 

1x IEEE 1394 FireWire 

OS Windows 98SE, Me, 2000, XP 


DVD DUPLICATOR 


D ith most media card readers, 
printers, scanners and other 
peripherals now offering full-speed 
USB 2.0 interfaces, the faster 
connection is well worth the upgrade, 
but not if you've got to ditch an 
otherwise perfectly good Notebook. 
The answer to the problem comes in 
the shape of the new Adaptec 
DuoConnect for Notebooks device, 
which simply slots into the PC Card slot 
on your laptop, and is compatible with 
Windows 98SE, Me, 2000 and XP 

As well as boasting two full-speed 
USB 2.0 ports, the DuoConnect also 


incorporates an IEEE 1594 FireWire 
socket as well. This is ideal for 
broadening the range of your laptop 

to include connectivity with DV 
Camcorders and other devices that take 
advantage of the 400Mbps connection 
Standard. It's a useful thing to have, 
especially considering that you can 
daisy-chain up to 62 FireWire 
peripherals from a single port. 

Typical of Adaptec devices, the 
DuoConnect comes with a full user 
guide booklet as well as the set-up CD. 
There's also a warning that you have to 
install the drivers before slotting in the 
card itself, to ‘avoid possible system 
lock-up. The installation procedure 
itself is quick and easy, and once the 
card is slotted into the PC Card slot, 
Operation is wonderfully simple. 

If you had to pick a fault with the 
DuoConnect, it’s that the ports arent 
contained within the plug-in card. This 
is a necessity as the sockets are simply 
too large to fit within the slot, so youre 
left with a black box measuring about 
50x30x20mm sticking out of the side of 
your laptop. However, considering the 


Primera Bravo DVD Disc Publisher 


A full-on complete automated CD or DVD duplication business in one handy box 


PRICE £1,557 (£1,325 ex VAT) 
INFO www.primera.com 
SUPPLIER Primera 

+763 475 6676 (USA) 
WARRANTY 1 year RTB 


MEDIA TYPES DVD+R, 

DVD+RW, CD-R, CD-RW 

STORAGE CAPACITY 4.7GB DVD, 
700MB CD 

PRINT RESOLUTION 2400x1200dpi 
INTERFACE USB 2.0 and FireWire 
SIZE/ WEIGHT 438x184x406mm, 
8.2kg 

OS Windows 2000, XP 








Q he Primera Bravo is a 
complete, automated CD or 
DVD duplication system. It's actually 
available in a CD only version, though 
we couldnt resist the DVD model, 
which does DVD+R/RW duplication 
as well as CD-R/RW discs. 

Based around a 4x speed DVD 
burner, which also tackles CD writing 
at up to 16x speed, the real joy of the 
Bravo Disc Publisher is in its hoppers. 
The system relies on a robotic arm, 
which picks up discs from the input 
hopper and places them in the open 
and ready drive tray. The disc tray 


then closes and disc duplication is 
carried out via control from a USB or 
FireWire connected PC. At this point 
the tray opens again, the robotic arm 
picks up the disc and puts it in the 
output hopper, and grabs the next 
disc for duplication. 

Each hopper can hold up to 25 
discs, so you can copy 25 discs in 
one simple, automated procedure. 
To extend the possibilities, the system 
can also operate in ‘kiosk’ mode, in 
which discs are inputted from both 
hoppers and ejected via a tray 
between the two stacks of discs, 
doubling the input capacity to 50. 

IF youre duplicating discs for sale 
or you just want them to look 
professional, another arduous chore 
in the process is printing labels and 
Sticking them to the discs. The Bravo 
Disc Publisher helps out here as well, 
as it has a full colour 2400x1200dpi 
inkjet printer built in. Using Primeras 
own version of the SureThing CD 
Labeller software, you can design all 
manner of full colour DVD or CD labels, 
complete with your choice of ready- 





high-speed advantages of having both 
USB 2.0 and FireWire at your disposal, 
its a small price to pay. 

Build quality is of Adaptec’s 
customary high standards and, in 
fact, the company Is so sure of its 
DuoConnect product that it guarantees 
it against defect for no less than five 
years. All in all, if you want to bring 
your less-than-new notebook PC into 
the high-speed modern world, the 
DuoConnect is an easy and cost- 
effective way of doing it. 
Matthew Richards 


ADAPTEC DUOCONNECT 
FOR NOTEBOOKS 


FOR AGAINST 

V Includes both USB2.0 X Socket panel protrudes 
and FireWire ports from side of laptop 

V Fast data transfer 

V Easy to set up and use 
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Performance @@OQOOOCSGOeO 
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made or custom templates to include 
text and graphics. 

Another nice touch is that, instead 
of using expensive and easily scuffed 
Sticky labels, the printing is applied 
direct to the surface of the CDs or DVDs 
being duplicated. The only slight 
drawback is that youTe then limited 
to plain white discs that will accept 
printing, though these are getting more 
common nowadays. If you duplicate a 
lot of discs, the Bravo Is quick and 
easy-to-use, and a real time-saver. 
Matthew Richards 


PRIMERA BRAVO 
DVD DISC PUBLISHER 


FOR AGAINST 
V Simple to set up and use X Expensive to buy 
V Automated operation 
V High quality printing as 
well as disc duplication 


0006000000 


Value 
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Features 
Performance @@OQOOOCOGOO 
OVERALL 
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FLATBED SCANNER 


Microtek ArtixScan DI 2010 


EXPERT REVIEWS 


With more tiers than a wedding cake, the ArtixScan is a tasty bit of kit for the busy office 





Ty he new ArtixScan DI 2010 is 
onion-like in its many layers. 
Built onto a fairly standard, flatbed 
scanner is a multi-tier document feeder 
with input and output trays that can 
accommodate up to 50 sheets at a 
time. Adjustable paper guides enable 
you to feed the scanner with A6, A4, 
letter or legal size paper and, naturally, 
if you've just got a single sheet 
document or a photo you want to 
scan instead, you can bypass the 
sheet feeder altogether and just slap 
your page down on the platen. While 
the ArtixScan isnt clever enough to do 


PRICE £599 (£510 ex VAT) 
INFO www.microtek.com 
SUPPLIER Microtek 01327 84 4880 
WARRANTY 2 years RTB 





RESOLUTION 600dpi 

SCANNING SIZE 216x297mm 
COLOUR DEPTH 48-bit 
INTERFACE USB 2.0 and SCSI-2 
LIGHT SOURCE CCF 
SIZE/WEIGHT 49x291x165mm, 8kg 


A4 INKJET PRINTER 


Canon i560 


full duplex scanning, it munches its 
way through single side document 
scanning at a fair old rate. In mono 
mode, it'll scan A4 pages at up to 20 
sheets per minute, at 200dpi and the 
scanner still manages lOppm for colour 


at the same resolution, which is swift 


to say the least. 

A contributing factor in the high 
speed is the USB 20 interface, and 
theres even a USB 20 PCI card in the 
box in case your host PC only currently 
has older USB 1.1 ports. The scanner 
also has SCSI-2 built in as standard, 
to ensure compatibility with existing 
document management systems. 

The maximum optical resolution 
available is 600dpi, which should be 
more than enough for any document 
and nearly all scanning jobs, though 
its not nearly as high as youd expect 
on a modern photo scanner. 

To make the most of the ABBYY 
FineReader Sprint V5 OCR software 
bundled with the printer (which claims 
a 99 per cent level of accuracy), there 
are five programmable function buttons 
on the front panel of the scanner. This 


makes more sense than the usual 
‘Scan to email’ and other buttons on 
most scanners, as it enables you to 
‘soft code’ each button for specific 
functions for various office 
management systems and software. 

Even though the photo scanning 
quality of the ArtixScan is average, It 
makes an excellent job of mono and 
colour document scanning, which is 
what its intended for. Even with slightly 
dog-eared pages, the sheet feeder 
proved very reliable in our tests, not 
jamming once, which is a big bonus. 
Matthew Richards 


MICROTEK ARTIXSCAN DI 2010 


FOR AGAINST 

V Fast and efficient 

V USB 2.0 PCI card 

V Programmable buttons 
for office automation 


Value 009009009090 


X Not great for 
photo scanning 


Features 00900090090909 
O i AAAA Ae) 


OVERALL 








Can Canon continue to take the inkjet world by storm with this latest photo printer? It certainly looks that way 








© ver the past year or so, Canon 
has taken the colour inkjet 
printer market by the scruff of the 
neck and given its competitors a 
damn good kicking. By following a 
clever strategy of producing fast, high- 
quality printers with replaceable print 
heads and separate ink tanks, the 
Japanese giant has started to win 
the hearts and minds of the world's 
digital photographers. 

The i560 offers some features that 
anyone new to digital photography is 
bound to appreciate. Inside the 
unassuming and, frankly, rather dull 
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PRICE £149 (£127 ex VAT) 

INFO www.canon.co.uk 
SUPPLIER www.printerbox.co.uk 
01325 25 4890 

WARRANTY 1 year RTB 


PRINT RESOLUTION 4,800x1,200dpi 
PRINT SPEED 2ppm mono, up to 
15ppm colour 

INPUT TRAY CAPACITY 150 sheets 
INTERFACE Parallel + USB 

SIZE/ WEIGHT 418x274x172mm, 4.8Kg 





grey box is Canons zippy print engine 
that's capable of spitting out borderless 
A4 photos in around two minutes 

flat. With a droplet size of just 2 
picolitres being delivered through a 
print head that has a resolution of 

4 800x1,200dpi, the 1560 produces 
exceptionally good prints with amazing 
colour fidelity. 

The colour comes from just three 
inks plus black, all of which are 
contained in separate tanks for lower 
running costs. A four-colour system is 
perhaps not quite as good as a six-ink 
solution, but most people would be 
hard pressed to see the difference. And 
even though the i560 uses four inks, it 
does turn out superb borderless 
photos. The extra-large black ink tank 
also makes it ideal for use as a 
general-purpose text printer in an office 
environment. So, you get the best of 
both worlds... photos and general use. 

Supplied with the i560 is a CD that 
contains the software packages Easy- 
WebPrint and Easy-PhotoPrint. These 
simple applications make the printing 
out and uploading of photos extremely 


Straightforward. To the front of the i560 
is a USB port for linking up your digital 
camera so that you can print directly 
from your camera. And if your camera 
is PictBridge compatible you easily print 
out photos without turning on your PC. 

There are one or two nice little 
touches including (and our favourite) a 
facility in the print driver to switch the 
i560 into quiet mode. You can even set 
it up so that the printer prints in quiet 
(albeit slower) mode at certain times of 
the day. It could come in handy for 
those late-night printing sessions! 
Mark Sparrow 


CANON i560 
FOR AGAINST 
V Good value X Only four inks 
V Fast operation X Not very pretty 
V Great colour 

reproduction 
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PALM PDA 


EXPERT REVIEWS 


Palm Tungsten T3 


No sooner has the T2 appeared, than it's been eclipsed by the T3. What's going on at Palm? 





PRICE £240 (£204 ex VAT) 
INFO www.palm.com 
SUPPLIER www.expansys.com 
0161 868 0868 

WARRANTY 1 year RTB 


CPU 400MHz Intel XScale processor 
MEMORY 64MB RAM (52MB free) 
DISPLAY 16-bit 320x480 
transreflective colour LCD, 

65,536 colours 

CONNECTIVITY Bluetooth, IR, 

SD, USB (docking cradle) 

OS Palm OS v5.2.1 

SIZE/WEIGHT 108x/6xl6mm, 153g 


BAREBONES MINI PC SYSTEM 








T) he Tungsten T3 is simply 
magnificent. Its one of two 
aggressive new launches from Palm — 
the T3 Is aimed at the top-end of the 
PDA market; the E targets the low- 
budget zone with a shiny device 
reminiscent of the old Palm V. The T3 
effectively redesigns and revamps the 
Tungsten range. It boasts a faster 
processor (Intel's 4OOMHz Xscale chip), 
more memory (64MB, of which 52MB 
is free), not to mention a redesigned 
silver casing. The biggest improvement 
is the 320x480 widescreen colour LCD. 
On the T and T2, the case slid 


down to reveal the traditional Graffiti 
writing area. On the T3, the Graffiti area 
has been dumped to accommodate 
the larger display. You can still opt to 
have a digital version of the ‘abc’ and 
‘123’ boxes onscreen, complete with 
customisable shortcuts. But these can 
be minimised so that the OS can use 
the whole display. Rather than 
restricting you to the Graffiti boxes, 
you can write anywhere on the screen. 
While a new task bar at the bottom 
enables quick access to the main 
applications, drop down menus, the 
integrated Bluetooth and more. 

The T3 features a 320x480 pixel 
widescreen LCD, so it can be used in 
either portrait or landscape modes. The 
display can be quickly flipped between 
the two, dramatically enhancing the 
13's all-rounder capabilities. With a 
bigger screen It's far easier to view/edit 
information, especially if you regularly 
use email on the move or need to 
create Office documents. Combined 
with an IR keyboard, you can transform 
the T3 into a miniature laptop, typing 
comfortably on a wide screen and 


QBic EQ3401M Mini Barebone 


Small is certainly beautiful. Small and shiny is even better. Can this QBic case give Shuttle a run for its money? 





PRICE £205 (£174 ex VAT) 
INFO www.pcnextday.co.uk 
SUPPLIER PCNextDay 
WARRANTY 2 years RIB 


CPU Intel Socket 478, 800/533 
/400MHz FSB 

RAM 2x DDR 400/333/266 
MOTHERBOARD Intel 865G+ICHS5 (HT) 
IDE 2x ATA 100, 2x SATA 

DRIVE BAYS 2x 5.25, 2x 3.5 
GRAPHICS Intel Extreme 828656 
PORTS/COMMS 6x USB 2.0, 1x 
IEEE1394a, 1x SPDIF 1x VGA out, 2x 
Serial, 1x Parallel, 2x PS/2, 1x LAN, 
2x FireWire 








0: wanted a mini PC, until 
recently your choices were 
limited to the Shuttle and VIAS Epia. 
Gatecrashing the party is the QBic. 
Designed very much in the Shuttle 
mould it offers full Athlon or Pentium 
4 support in a mini PC case. 
Manufactured by Soltek this model 
is based around the Intel 865G chipset, 
SO supports Pentium 45s up to 3.2GHz 
on an 800MHz FSB - this includes 
Hyper Threading support. As always 
with such a small system, cooling is a 
concern. Unlike Shuttles, which use the 
awkward heatpipe system, the QBic 
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Sticks to the standard Pentium 4 
cooler. This is possible thanks to the 
preinstalled rear exhaust system fan, 
which runs along the side of the case. 
Blessed with intelligent fan control, the 
system makes as little sound as can 
be expected, almost as little as an 
Epia box. 


Put together again 
Construction of the box is logical, 
at the back of the motherboard sits 
the processor socket and a standard 
Pentium 4 cooler. Next to this you'll 
find the two DIMM slots, the two 
IDE ports and two SAIA ports. The 
removable drive caddy fits on top 
of this area, very similar to that of a 
Shuttle. Theres room for two 5.25in 
bays, two 3.5in bays and, at the base, 
a sideways mounted HDD. The tiny 
PSU sits above the processor, while 
all the cabling is already neatly tucked 
away with Molex connectors available 
in the right places to power the 
various drives. 

Build quality is reasonable, though 
we bent part of the internal aluminium 


enjoying all the battery life benefits 
that a Palm handheld offers. 

With an SD slot to add extra 
memory or Wi-Fi capability, the T3 
easily merits the word ‘impressive. 

But Palm has also added several new 
applications to the ROM — Documents 
To Go 6 (featuring native Word and 
Excel support), VersaMail and 
PhoneLink for productivity, Palm Photos 
plus the RealOne and Kinoma video 
apps for play time. How good is it? We 
direct you back to the one word that 
does this PDA justice — magnificent. 
Dean Evans 


PALM TUNGSTEN T3 

FOR AGAINST 

V Superb 320x480 X Some file conversion 
wide screen still required 

V 64MB of RAM X No Wi-Fi 

V Improved Office support 
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Performance @0 000000900900 
OVERALL 





case by accident — but it was easy 
enough to bend back. Our 2.8GHz 
test system scored 250 in SYSmark 
2002, pretty impressive for a system 
just running 256MB of single channel 
DDR333. The system is also fully loaded 
with connections, with a stack of front 
and rear ports, built in VGA, an 8x AGP 
port, a PCI port, bundled rounded IDE 
cables and a decent software pack. 
The QBic is certainly packing a lot of 
punch and makes a welcome 
alternative to the Shuttle offerings. 
Neil Mohr 


QBIC EQ3401M 
MINI BAREBONE 


FOR AGAINST 

V Powerful package X Flimsy in places 
V Look at all them ports X Tight PCI and 
V It's a quiet runner AGP installation 
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5 MEGAPIXEL DIGITAL CAMERA 


Kyocera Finecam S5R 


Speed, as the saying goes, is of the essence. But should it really be at the expense of everything else? 





PRICE £399 (£304 ex VAT) 

INFO www.kyoceracameras.co.uk 
SUPPLIER www Jacobs-digital.co.uk 
WARRANTY 1 year RTB 


TYPE Digital compact 

EFFECTIVE PIXELS 5 million 
APERTURE F2.8-4.8 

FOCAL RANGE f73mm-219mm 
ZOOM 3x 

STORAGE MEDIA SD/MMC (16MB) 
FILE FORMATS JPEG 

DISPLAY 1.5in LCD 

INTERFACE USB 

POWER Rechargeable Li-lon 
SIZE/ WEIGHT 575x33x92mm, 180g 





Q egular readers of our digital 
camera reviews will be aware 
that theres one thing we believe all 
manufacturers should be aspiring to, 
and thats to make their cameras 
quicker. In terms of size, battery life and 
picture quality, digital compacts are on 
a par, if not actually exceeding, their 
film brethren. The final factor in which 
they still lag, literally, behind a 35mm 
equivalent is in speed of use. Shutter 
lag, the time it takes for the camera to 
take a shot after the shutter release 
button has been pressed, has blighted 
digital photography for too long. 


802.11¢ WIRELESS ACCESS POINT 


US Robotics 802.119 Turbo Multi-Function WAP 


The second model we've seen from US Robotics’ 100Mbs accelerated 802.11g and 802.11b-compatible range 





PRICE £119 (£98 ex VAT) 
INFO www.usr.com 
SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 
WARRANTY ? years RTB 


TYPE Access Point 
COMPATIBILITY IEEE 802.112, 802.11b 
FREQUENCY 2.4GHz 

DATA RATES 1, 2, 5.5, 6, 11, 12, 22, 
24, 36, 48, 54Mb/s 

LAN CONNECTIVITY 10/100Mbps 
auto-sensing and auto-switching 
Ethernet port 

SECURITY 64, 128, 256-bit WEP 
Disable Broadcast SSID, 802.1x 
network authentication 


Q his new access point from US 
Robotics uses technology from 
Texas Instruments which enables it 
to run at twice the normal 802.11g 
speed when used in combination 
with other compatible US Robotics kit. 
The 100Mb/s has the first 802.11g- 
compatible models the company has 
released since it feared that pre-ratified 
54Mb/s kits might deter users, because 
the models would have needed to be 
upgraded post-ratification. 

The company is also reluctant to 
follow Texas Instruments’ beliefs that 
802.1la is an essential new standard. 


EXPERT REVIEWS 


When Kyocera announced that their 
next three cameras would boast the 
RTUNE processor, we got a little bit 
excited. By pipelining commands on 
the CPU that would normally be 
software functions (specifically, those 
processes for moving an image off the 
CCD and onto the SD card) the first of 
these cameras, the Finecam SSR, 
boasts a continuous shooting speed of 
3fps until the card is full. That means 
no more long waits while a burst of 
four shots is written to memory. And 
with a large enough card, say 256MB, 
hundreds of shots can be taken in a 
rapid stream. 


Need for speed 

The only problem with the SSR is that 
its pretty unremarkable in every other 
way. The build quality is good and 
theres a fair selection of shooting 
modes, but the lack of any real creative 
shooting options, like manual shutter 
priority or a decent range of aperture 
selections (youre limited to AE priority 
at just F2.8 and F92) means theres not 
much else to make it stand out from 


Of course, unless you're using the 
access point with a large number of 
users, you won't notice the different 
performance of the extra data rate. 
However, US Robotics believes it can 
support up to 45 users over a single 
access point, even if its voice over IP 


Home and business 
This access point is ideal for home and 
professional use and can also act as a 
wireless bridge or multi-bridge. Another 
bonus is the ability to configure the 
amount of power, and therefore range, 
that the access point uses. This is to 
reduce signal cancellation as much as 
possible whenever more than one 
access point is used. All the standard 
access point refinements are included, 
such as MAC address authentication 
and WEP encryption on the security 
side, plus theres 802.11g compatibility. 
We wrote about how impressed we 
were with the new US Robotics 
100Mbps router range last month and 
this access point is just as good. Even if 
you've got a huge open plan office, 
you'll still be able to get a good signal 





the crowd. The 5-megapixel (Mp) 
sensor sounds good, but doesn't 
deliver better pictures than a decent 
4Mp camera at the same price, mostly 
because theres no TIFF or RAW mode. 
Shutter lag on the first shot of your 
burst feels slow, but if you start 
shooting before that perfect pictorial 
moment, theres no reason to miss it. 
Dont get us wrong; the unique 
aspect of this camera is amazingly 
good, and its perfect for taking action 
shots. It's just that the overall 
impression just doesn't, well, impress. 


KYOCERA FINECAM S5R 
FOR AGAINST 
V Unique continuous X Picture quality 


shooting mode 
V Excellent build 
quality and feel 


is only average 
X Slow shutter response 
on first shot of burst 


000600600 


Value 





Features 


00900000900 
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throughout the area. Unfortunately, 
despite all these fantastic features, this 
model is still on the slightly pricey side. 
Also, unless you've got lots of people 
using your wireless network, theres no 
reason why youd go for this model. 
Cheaper 802.11g-compatible units from 
the likes of Netgear, with their WG602 
model, will more than adequately cater 
for your needs for around £40 less. 
However, if youre expecting ten 
users or more at any one time, or you 
need an unparalleled wireless range, 
this is well worth the extra cash. 
Dan Grabham 


US ROBOTICS 802.11G WAP 
FOR AGAINST 
V Fantastic range X Bit on the pricey side 


V Very compatible 
V Great for multiple-use 


Value 0090000 


Features 00900090009 


Performance @0 0900000900 
OVERALL 
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templates from scratch. 


WEB DEVELOPMENT 





It's a shame not to use the new CSS tools on 
offer, but Dreamweaver won't try to restyle 
your existing pages. Better to remake those 


EXPERT REVIEWS 
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If web design is your thing, you can't possibly go wrong with Studio suite. 
It's the complete multimedia development system for all your online needs 


PRICE £821 (£699 ex VAT) 
INFO www.macromedia.com 
SUPPLIER Macromedia 
01344 45 8600 


CPU Pentium III 600 
RAM 256MB 
OS Windows 98 


CPU 2GHz Pentium 4 
RAM 256MB 
OS Windows 2000 





f youre even slightly 
interested in modern web 
design, you need Studio MX. 
Theres simply no competition. Certainly, 
you can put together individual web- 
pages with anything from Notepad to 
Dreamweaver, but theres no better way 
than the Studio suite when you need 
to stand tall with more modern content 
such as animation, video streaming, 
database driven site updates, dynamic 
graphics and maintenance of cross- 
platform compatibility. Although Studio 
MX 2004 doesn't go anything like as far 
as the original Studio MX — which, to 
clarify, was Macromedias apparently 
aborted solution to convoluted product 
numbering — it does bring many 
features to the individual packages it 
contains, if not necessarily the results 
that they produce. 

Dreamweaver provides the most 
obvious example. The interface has 
been given a handful of nips and 
tucks, with gradient fills, chunky blue 
divider lines and lightly curved viewing 
angles, but has been completely 
refocused to work using Cascading 
Style Sheets. These have proved 
extremely popular with designers 
over the past few years, connecting up 
regular HTML pages with external style 
guides to control their content. Rather 
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than having to remember that a 
particular heading should be in 
Verdana, sized H2 and coloured 
#C6C/7E/ you simply set the parameters 
as ‘Generic Heading’ in your style sheet 
and splash it down on your templates 
wherever necessary. As well as 
ensuring that your pages remain 
consistent across the site, taking this 
approach enables you to alter the look 
of your entire site with one quick edit. 


Resonating cascade 
CSS is still a relatively little understood 
part of web design, and one that 
demands some experience before you 
can use it properly. The updated tutorial 
in the dead-tree version of the manual 
offers a very brief introduction to how 
the system works, although a 
dedicated section on its usage would 
prevent people slipping back to old 
fashioned <font> tags. Nevertheless, 
the full integration of these features 
does make it much easier to create 
professional sites, especially the ability 
to browse through property inspectors, 
Styles and other data straight from the 
editing window instead of having to 
rely on third party applications. 
Dreamweavers new-found love of 
CSS is certainly the most noticeable 
new feature, but by no means the 
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Macromedia Studio MX 2004 


only one. An excellent time-saver is 
the ability to drag-and-drop document 
files from either Word or Excel into your 
web-pages and have them converted 
into HTML format. Secure FTP is also 
now on hand to prevent anybody 
tapping into your transmission. By far 
the most interesting nip and tuck Is the 
ability to perform basic image editing 
tasks directly within Dreamweaver 
instead of having to load up 
Photoshop, PSP or even Macromedias 
own Freehand. With a quick click, you 
can crop, resize, optimise and resample 
any Image live on the page, removing 
the tedious guesswork of flicking 
between applications to see if another 
pixel needs to be shaved off the side. 
These are excellent additions to an 
already incredibly comprehensive 
package, and all geared towards 
professional web-design: not simply 
giving you the CSS tools, but the less 
marketable additions like CSS specific 
cross-browser validation and visual 
feedback on table editing. 


Thunderbolts and lightening 

If Director is the most generally useful 
member of the Studio MX family, Flash 
is unquestionably the most exciting. 
There are few packages which can 
even approach its flexibility, whether 
you want to create simple animations 
for the web, entire multimedia driven 
websites or full-scale applications 
complete with multiple users and 
database connectivity, Its success can 
best be shown by the Internet itself 


and the legions of viewers tuning 
into sites like Homestar Runner or 
Newgrounds (greatest hive of scum 
and villany so it is...) every day. 

With this in mind, its no surprise 
that Macromedia has seen fit to tear 
Flash into two distinct instalments. 

Vanilla Flash MX is essentially 
the same as before, complete with 
ActionScript, video imports and all 
of the standard tools, while Flash 
MX Professional adds a wide range 
of features that only higher end 
programmers will need to use, such 
as a visual programming environment, 
data binding, connections to XML and 
web services, and team programming 
tools for project management and 
integrating source control systems. 

Like Dreamweaver, Flash hasn't 
seen a radical overhaul for this edition 
— aside from the more rounded 
interface — but its feature-set has been 
greatly bolstered. Most notably, the 
Behaviour system normally associated 
with Macromedia Director has been 
brought across, giving you code-free 
access to many of your day-to-day 
tasks. To create a button, you can now 
assign ‘Go To Web Page’ to the relevant 
symbol instead of having to know that 
the ‘getURL command handles the 
honours, or automatically imports 
external movieclips for later use. It 
must be said that there are very, very 
few Behaviours on offer on installation, 
but more will undoubtedly be available 
on the Macromedia website before too 
long. The Director feel, and current 
scarcity of content, continues with the 
revamped Timeline, which now offers 
instant access to fade-ins, blurs, spins 
and other quick special effects. 

While actually putting together 
Flash movies remains much the same 
as ever, its now much easier to pull in 
external media files. You can now 
access both Adobe Illustrator files and 
PDFs and copy them straight into the 
browser. In the case of the latter, every 
page is assigned either a scene or a 
keyframe and copied straight onto the 
Stage — you don't get the interface of 
the ActiveX controls available for 
Dreamweaver, although theres nothing 
stopping you from building your own 
around the imported content. 


Learning by rote 

Both Flash and Dreamweaver share 
the burden of being extremely 
powerful packages, which means that 
they can do almost anything — but 
not necessarily easily. New users can 
now speed through the early gradient 
on the learning curve by beginning 
with a template instead of a plain 
sheet of paper. Dreamweaver has 
demonstrations of full CSS sheets, plus 
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Flash is even better than ever, with easy Behaviours and Timeline effects, but it’s 
still the cut-down Flash Viewer plug-in rather than its hefty Shockwave brother. 


Static and dynamic pages using a 
variety of server technologies; Flash 
brings in everything from basic banner 
adverts through to a comprehensive 
Quiz module with scoring and a 
number of question types. Professional 
users have access to a couple more, 
including an RSS reader. 

Fireworks and Freehand, which 
represent rasterised and vector-based 
artwork respectively, are on hand — but 
without any real standout features that 
are likely to make you start using them 
now if you didn't before. Fireworks is a 
useful tool to have on hand for low- 
resolution work, especially now that it 
has been more fully integrated into 
Dreamweaver, although it cant 
compete with Paint Shop Pro or 
Photoshop for most things. ‘Most’ is a 
relative term, as it has some very clever 
tricks up its sleeve — including pulling 
information from databases and 
integrating it into your images, merging 
sliced images back into their original 
form, and a range of Live Effects which 
remain editable after application. New 
features on offer include the ability to 
draw dotted lines and remove red-eye. 
Its been tweaked for efficiency, if not 
functionality — feeling considerably 
smoother than the last version. 


Last year's love 

New to Freehand is the Extrude tool, 
capable of giving a 3D look to your 
vector artwork, with additional strokes 
(such as Calligraphic) and fills 
(rectangular and conical) to help get 
the exact look that you need. Most 


notable however, is that when you look 


at the Dreamweaver taskbar, it reads 
‘Macromedia Dreamweaver MX 2004’, 
while Freehand is simply ‘Macromedia 
Freehand MX.’ Not only does it not 
provide a range of exciting new 
features, it doesn't even fit the new 
Studio MX look — grey borders instead 
of blue and grey, backgrounds instead 
of the stylish new gradients that you 
might be able to see tucked around 


the screenshots, and a total absence of 
the brand new Start menu which offers 
immediate access to your most recently 
used files. 

What it does share 
with other applications 
is a new Product 
Activation system. 

This locks your copy eae Peres eae eee ai 
of Studio MX to one 
single computer until 
somebody on the 
Internet cracks it. It's 
simple to deactivate 
and move the license 
over to another 
system. Previous 
versions of Studio 

MX — Flash and 
Dreamweaver 
especially — have 
been heavily pirated, 
but we can't help but 
feel dubious about this 
move to hardware 
locking systems, and 
doubt that the flood of 
appalling content will 
be fading away soon. 
In the right hands, 
Studio MX continues to 
be the best choice 
available for advanced multimedia 
content, web-design and other tasks, 
and still comes highly recommended 
across the board. 

Richard Cobbett 
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Web-focused image editing in Fireworks. 
It’s not Photoshop, but then it doesn’t try to be. 


MACROMEDIA 
STUDIO MX 2004 


FOR AGAINST 
V Exceptionally powerful X Product activation 
V Feature packed X Very pricey 


Value 0090000900 
0090909009090900 


Performance AAAA AA Aao) 


Features 
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Use the Storyboard 

mode for swift prototyping, 
then move to the more 
traditional timeline for 

fine tuning and editing. 


VIDEO EDITING 


Pure Motion EditStudio 4 


EXPERT REVIEWS 
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Thanks to EditStudio 4, you can now capture and edit video from 
digital and analog sources with the greatest of ease — even on a budget 


PRICE Download, £59 (£50 ex VAT) 
Boxed, £89 (75 ex VAT) 

INFO www.puremotion.com 
SUPPLIER Pure Motion 07092 265529 


CPU 500MHz Pentium Ill 
RAM 128MB (256MB for Windows XP) 
OS Windows 98SE, Me, 2000, XP 


CPU 1.8GHz Pentium 4 
RAM 256MB RAM 
OS Windows XP Home 








he budget end of the digital 
video editing market has 
been tightly sewn up by 
Pinnacles Studio 8 software for some 
time. Pure Motions EditStudio has 
always been a close contender, but 
never managed to offer the sublime 
ease-of-use of Studio, nor the power 
of more expensive applications. 

Pure Motion has obviously been 
listening to both magazine reviews and 
end-users, since it has given this latest 
version a massive boost in both areas. 
EditStudio was always easy-to-use 
to a certain extent, offering a neat 
minimalist interface uncluttered by 
much of the cosmetic enhancements’ 
offered by competitors like Studio 8. 
The modest look is still in place but 
has been noticeably tweaked. Theres 
a noticeable speed boost, and a pure 
Windows interface that doesn't have 
to redraw fancy dialogs every few 
seconds. Everything has it's own 
section and is easily located, making 
EditStudio look much like the slimmed- 
down lovechild of Adobe Premiere and 
AIST MoviePack — not a bad thing. 


New features 

Were used to new versions of popular 
software arriving with little in the way 
of new features, so Pure Motions 
efforts in this department come as a 
real breath of fresh air. The list of user- 
requested tweaks and additions alone 
take up two pages on the EditStudio 


ial PCPlus 210 | Christmas 2003 


| jaa hilan 


-Pei pb fe m m p l ee 


1m Sianal 
i he 





If you're willing to delve deep enough, 
the MPEG encoder settings are among 
the most comprehensive we've seen. 


website — this is a company with ears 
that are open wide. 

One of the major new features is 
full control over keyframes, something 
all but unheard of outside of 
professional packages like Premiere. 
You can specify exactly where 
keyframes occur in the timeline, 
providing absolute control over moving 
text, picture-in-picture effects and 
many of the programs inbuilt video 
effects. Theres even a tutorial on 
notoriously awkward effects, for 
example, the ability to obscure a 
person's identity using a blur mask. 


MPEG export 

One of our previous gripes about 
EditStudio was the relatively poor MPEG 
support, especially considering how 
the DVD authoring market has 
expanded recently. EditStudio now 
comes packaged with the MPEG XS 


plug-in, and although you can still buy 
the core application separately, we 
wouldn't necessarily recommend it. 
MPEG XS is a high-quality MPEG 
encoder for both MPEG-1 and -2 files. 
Where all other budget video editors 
Start to look dodgy is in the quality of 
the MPEG output, usually in blurring 
during detailed or fast-moving scenes. 
MPEG XS is little short of excellent, and 
produces DVD files with a clarity and 
precision you won't find anywhere else 
in an editing suite at this price. MPEG 
XS also acts as an import filter for 
MPEG files, swiftly scanning and 
rendering files to the timeline. 
EditStudio'’s text handling has 
always been good, but the new tools 
are much better. Text motion can now 
be directly controlled using keyframes, 
and the addition of dynamic text tags 
makes it easy to include time or frame 
counters which update automatically, 
Again, you'll find nothing else near this 
price bracket that’s quite so capable. 


Special effects 

The effects library has also been 
overhauled, and the new additions 
range from the gimmicky but clever 
route tracer — should you ever need 
to plot a moving route across a map, 
you'll appreciate it. Knock Out in 
particular is great. Its designed for 
removing time and date information 
on camcorder footage, and is equally 
good at removing irritating corner 
logos from satellite TV recordings. 

At the most expensive level, 
EditStudio costs £90 for a full boxed 
copy with CD and manual. You can 
shave that to £/5 on the downloadable 
version, and both include MPEG XS. 

IF youre on a very tight budget, you 
can opt for the Ignition version, which 
limits you to six layers per project and 
loses the keyframe and DV monitor 
abilities. This costs a stupendous £20. 
Add MPEG XS, and youte looking at 

a whisker less than £35 for a superb 
introductory to mid-level editing 
package. For £/5 though, EditStudio 4 
is both powerful enough to satiate all 
but the most demanding of us, and is 
a joy to use. 

Frank Chariton 


PURE MOTION EDITSTUDIO 4 


FOR AGAINST 

V Easy to get to grips with X Timeline view 
V Excellent MPEG output slightly cluttered 
V Superb keyframing tools 


009000009000 
0090000909000 
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AUDIO EDITOR 


EXPERT REVIEWS 


Ogg Surgeon 2003 Pro 


Get past the buggy interface to stitch, cut, convert and catalogue your Ogg Vorbis files 





PRICE £10 (£8 ex VAT) 
INFO www.mp3surgeon.co.uk 
SUPPLIER MP3Surgeon via website 


CPU Pentium 
RAM 32MB 
OS Windows 95 


CPU Athlon 2500+ 
RAM 512MB 
OS Windows XP 


3D GRAPHICS 


M) astering form and function is 
the Holy-Grail of software 
engineering. Function may be the part 
that you rely on to do its work, but 
without proper form to make it as easy 
as possible, youre left cursing the 
designer who created the interface. 
Ogg Surgeon 2003 Pro is a very simple 
program and enables you to take Ogg 
Vorbis files, a file format similar to MP3, 
and stitch them together, cut chunks 
out of them, convert them to .wav files 
for burning onto CD, and create text, 
CSV or HTML catalogues of your 
collection. Its form doesnt follow suit... 


Vue 4 Professional 


The new version of Vue 4 aims to be the landscape designer of choice for professional artists and animators 





PRICE £410 (£349 ex VAT) 
INFO www.e-onsoftware.com 
SUPPLIER e-on software 
+33 143 14 2815 


CPU Pentium Ill 
RAM 512MB 
OS Windows NT4, 2000, XP 


CPU Pentium Ill 1.2GHz 
RAM 512MB 
OS Windows 2000 











Q he newly released Vue 4 
Professional is unambiguously 
targeted at serious commercial artists. 
For that reason, Vue 4 Pro goes to 
some lengths to provide easy 
integration with general purpose 
modelling and animation packages. It 
can import and export single objects or 
entire scenes in industry standard 
formats such as AutoCAD's DFX, 
Lightwave's LWO and Cinema 4D’s C4D. 
Even when used as a standalone 
package, Vue 4 Pro is a remarkably 
powerful product. It comes with 
numerous tools and objects to help 
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The first thing you'll notice is Ogg 
Surgeons beautiful design. You have 
immediate and obvious access to the 
four main functions that it offers, and 
the brushed metal interfaces bold icons 
make it possible for even the complete 
novice to get started. Joining OGGs is 
as easy as clicking on the Ogg Joiner 
tool, selecting the files and clicking 
‘Next’. Converting to wav format is 

just as straightforward. 

You can create a catalogue of your 
collection in multiple formats, but it’s 
here that you hit one of the first snags 
in the program — its tendency to 
produce clumsy HTML. As you dig 
further, more and more irregularities 
slowly begin to surface. Certain parts of 
the interface are prone to simply not 
working — notably the zoom function. 
Entire sections of the interface have a 
tendency to disappear when you 
switch between programs. 

Pulling chunks out of Oggs is very 
easy — you simply have to move the 
Start and end markers into their proper 
place, helped by the convenient 
PlayUplo and PlayFrom controls. Click 


you create and edit landscapes with 
eroded terrains, animated water and 
atmospheres, cloud layers and haze. Its 
photorealistic renderer includes support 
for motion blur, soft shadows and 
depth of field effects. Time consuming 
renders can be shared across a mixed 
network of PCs and Macintosh 
computers with five render nodes 
provided as standard and more 
available at an additional cost. 

Of all the new and improved 
features in this release, two of the most 
Striking are its scripting language and 
plant editor. Scripting is done using the 
object oriented Python language. A 
number of ready to run scripts are 
provided to perform tasks such as the 
creation and animation of waves. The 
excellent 460 page Vue manual 
devotes about 90 pages to the classes 
and functions that can be accessed in 
Python code. This supplements the 
Python programming documentation 
available online (www.python.org). 
While Python scripting is a useful 
addition, Vue doesn't provide any 
integrated editing or debugging tools. 


on the section to extract and then click 
Export. Like the rest of the program, 
exporting files takes very little time — 
even large exports are extracted in a 
matter of seconds. Unfortunately, this 
speed hides the fact that very little 
error checking is done, so if they're 
broken or non-standard, ID-lags and 
timing information may be lost. These, 
and other niggles; a file list that can't 
be resized, and no ability to open the 
program off-screen if you change 
resolution, mar what's otherwise a 
good, if ultimately limited program. 
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OGG SURGEON 2003 PRO 
FOR AGAINST 
V Cheap X Freeware programs 


can do more 
X Buggy interface 
X Doesn't do that much 


V Easy-to-use 
V Does what it says 
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Value 
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The new plant editor is a particularly 
valuable feature. Previous versions of 
Vue came with a selection of well- 
detailed plants, but unlike Corel's Bryce 
5, it didn't provide any way for the user 
to create new plants or modify existing 
ones. Now you can grow your own 
plants and adjust the size, shape and 
appearance of the stems, branches 
and leaves using a Set of slider 
controls. This really is an impressive 
product which is likely to appeal to 
the serious amateur artists as well 

as professionals. 

Huw Collingbourne 


VUE 4 PROFESSIONAL 
FOR AGAINST 
V Excellent graphics X No Python IDE 


V Good tree editor 
V Python scripting 


X Hardware hungry 


Value 


0000060000 
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Features 


Performance @ 00000009000 
OVERALL 





agenta, even after running 

both reviews and 

Masterclasses on it, remains 
one of those programs that’s 
frustratingly difficult to pigeonhole. Is it 
a programming language? Yes and no. 
It certainly has a strong programming 
base to it, with a huge range of 
extensible options and database tools 
for coders to take advantage of. Is It a 
multimedia presentation maker like 
lluminatus Opus? Again, yes and no. 
You can certainly produce very similar 
results using its powerful node system 
and range of drag-and-drop plugins, 
but this is only scratching the surface of 
its capabilities. Is it a full development 
system like Macromedia Director? 
Unsurprisingly, tick the boxes marked 
positive and negative, because while 
Magenta focuses on applications rather 
than animations, the two have a fair 
few aspects in common. The one 
major exception is the price — a 
fraction under £100 versus a smidgen 
over £1,000. 

Exactly how much of an exception 
depends on how much power you 
need. Although Magenta enables you 
to build roughly the same applications 
in all three versions, its only in the 
Professional edition that you get to take 
advantage of features like compressed 
runtimes, project hierarchy views and 
nested notes, with the carrot for the 
high-end Professional edition being 
free upgrades for a year after purchase. 

Like most multimedia packages, 
Magenta has a strong focus on 
components. These run the gamut 
from the normal text, image and video 
displayers to advanced programming 
tools to take control of the HTTP and 
SMTP protocols. By far the most useful 
are the media displayers, with which 
you can embed both Macromedia 
Flash movies and Acrobat PDFs into 
your application, even if the latter is 
somewhat hamstrung by its enforced 
ActiveX interface. 

The database component, while 
trickier than simply importing a file into 
a component window, opens up even 
further scope for advanced application 
development, and while this may be 
little to write home about in itself, it 
does push Magenta’ functionality to a 
considerably higher level than most 
other programs at this level. Although it 
requires an additional licence, and we 
havent actually tested it ourselves, you 
can also integrate a 3D engine by the 
name of Purpleshade for more 
immersive applications. 

The most obvious change from 
earlier versions is that the interface has 
been completely overhauled. Drag and 
drop an interface element such as a 
picture onto one of the main forms 
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The Magenta Fundementals 
box gives you a basic tour 
of the Magenta system. 


MULTIMEDIA DEVELOPMENT 





Enjoy a darker shade of pale with this red-hot and feature-packed 
alternative to the more expensive multimedia development tools 


Finished projects can be exported 


in two forms — conventional PRICE £99 (£84 ex VAT) 
executables and streaming web INFO www.magentammt.com 
content. Unfortunately, the latter is SUPPLIER Magenta Multimedia 


Windows and Internet Explorer only. Tools/+31 (0)53 4334201 


This drastically cuts down on the 
potential audience, though at least it 


offers a useful addition if youre only w 
interested in the average PC owner 0S Windows 98 
seeing your content. 

Magenta is capable of streaming your As for the rest, the big question that 

documents. These can range from a has to be asked is whether the price CPU 2GHz Pentium 4 

basic Tetris clone to pathed text. and flexibility are worth the often RAM 256MB 
frustrating development struggles that OS Vang 

new templates and you could be you have to go through to get your 

forgiven for thinking that this was the work on the screen, and whether youd 

end of the process — Wizard views be better either scaling up or down to 

Step in to add graphical effects and the precise level you need. Provided 


basic interaction to the form instead of | Magenta’ halfway house has all the 
forcing you to write code for every little furniture that you'll require, it will offer 
interaction, and youre physically locked you a strong set of foundations to 
out of the normal table screen until begin building. 

you manually switch into Expert Mode. Richard Cobbett 


Expert Mode Cm 
At this point, the devil and the deep MAGENTA MULTIMEDIA 
pink sea may come to mind as you TOOLS 


lurch from ultra-confined controls to a = UNET 
wide-open system, with all of the V Wide feature set X Steep learning curve 
complications of earlier versions, such V Multiple operating modes Continued lack 

i isti V PDF Flash and of tutorials 
as having to use convoluted scripting database support X Windows-only results 
to create hypertext documents instead 


programs to learn from, and only a 
handful of tutorials to draw on. 


of that being an option for exact vaine 0090090000 
customisation. Official forums aside, Features 0000000 
there are still very few example Performance @000000 


OVERALL 
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Magenta Multimedia Tools 





-NET SOFTWARE 


EXPERT REVIEWS 


Remotesoft Salamander .NET Decompiler 1.0.9 


Salamander can recover your source code from .NET programs and assemblies, and can generate output in C#, C++ or VB.NET 
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PRICE £823 (£700 ex VAT) 
INFO www.remotesoft.com 
SUPPLIER Remotesoft 
+(1510)579-2752 (USA) 


CPU Pentium 
RAM 64MB 
OS Windows 98 or later 


CPU 2.66GHz Pentium 4 
RAM 1GB 
OS Windows XP Professional 


-NET SOFTWARE 


Syncfusion Essential Suite Version 1.6.1.0 
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Q he Salamander .NET decompiler 
is a command-line utility which 
is automatically invoked from the 
companys .NET Explorer. This uses the 
familiar two-pane ‘Explorer-style’ 
interface paradigm, with a list of loaded 
NET executables in the left hand pane. 
This list can be expanded to show the 
namespaces within each file and 
within those, the various classes that 
are implemented. A class can be 
expanded yet further to show all the 
methods, fields, and properties of the 
class, but if you've installed the 
decompiler, you can right-click on 


a class, and select ‘Decompile’ from the 
pop-up menu. The right-hand Explorer 
pane will show a nicely formatted 
source code listing of the chosen class. 
This includes any necessary ‘using’ 
Statements at the head of the source 
code. Metadata attributes are also 
displayed alongside the appropriate 
methods and properties. 

In many cases, the source code 
created by Salamander can be fed 
Straight back into a NET compiler 
without further modification. Originally, 
only C# source code could be 
produced, but this latest version will 
create managed C++ or VB.NET source 
as well. For those who like to get down 
and dirty, theres also an option to 
disassemble the MSIL code for a class. 

Another neat trick is the ability to 
automatically detect and remove string 
encryption. As you may know, .NET 
executables are more vulnerable to 
reverse engineering than traditional 
Win32 EXE files. To stop would-be 
hackers from getting a handle on what 
the code is doing, commercial 
obfuscators often encrypt string 


constants. Salamander is designed to 
restore encrypted strings to their former 
glory. This is a rather predictable move 
on the part of Remotesoft because the 
company also make a .NET obfuscator 
of their own, so It obviously makes 
sense to demonstrate the limitations of 
the competition wherever possible. 
Whether youte exploring the 
innards of the NET framework, or 
recovering that deleted source code 
before the boss finds out, this is a 
great utility for your NET toolbox. 
Dave Jewell 


REMOTESOFT SALAMANDER 
-NET DECOMPILER 1.0.9 


FOR AGAINST 

V High-quality source code XX Very expensive 
for C# VB.NET or C++ 

V The best .NET 
decompiler around 


Value 0090000 
Features 009000000900 
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Syncfusion Essential Suite is a large collection of NET components divided into several functional groups 





PRICE £964 (£820 ex VAT) 
INFO www.syncfusion.com 
SUPPLIER Syncfusion 

+49 69 791249766 (Germany) 


CPU Pentium 
RAM 64MB 
OS Windows 98 or better 


CPU 2.66GHz Pentium 4 
RAM 1GB 
OS Windows XP Professional 








O yncfusion offers one of the 
largest collections of NET 
components currently available. The 
Essential Suite brings together Essential 
Tools, Essential Grid and Essential Edit. 
An additional charting product, 
Essential Chart, is currently in beta and 
will be provided to registered users as 
a free upgrade. 

Essential Tools contains a wide- 
ranging set of goodies that include 
Office-XP style toolbars and menus, 
docking windows that function like 
those in VS.NET, group bars, Swing- 
style layout managers, and a huge 
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number of other user-interface gadgets. 

Essential Edit, as the name 
suggests, is targeted towards advanced 
text editing. Specifically, its a highly 
configurable, syntax highlighting edit 
control. This would be a great choice 
for building your own custom IDE, 
as it includes built-in support for 
Intellisense-style code completion, 
syntax-highlighting files for several 
different languages, multi-level undo, 
and the ability to collapse/expand 
specific regions of code; again, just 
like the editor in VS.NET. 

Finally, Essential Grid is an 
advanced grid control which provides 
a large number of fancy cell-drawing 
effects via GDI+, a virtual mode 
whereby the host application supplies 
cell data to the grid on demand, thus 
making it possible to implement 
extremely large grids, alpha-blending 
of background bitmaps, and Excel-style 
formula support. As with Excel, you 
can arrange grids using the familiar 
workbook/worksheet paradigm. 

The grid offers native data-binding 
via ADO.NET and you can also bind 


individual cells to a data source. 
According to Syncfusion, almost 

any WinForms control can be hosted 
in a grid cell, and they even 
demonstrate how to place a web 
browser inside a cell! 

A time-limited trial version of 
Syncfusion Essential Suite is available 
for download from the company’s 
website. Be warned though, the 
download is 50MB, and expands to 
use around 250MB of disk space. 
This is a big package! 

Dave Jewell 


SYNCFUSION ESSENTIAL 
SUITE VERSION 1.6.1.0 


FOR AGAINST 

V Huge amount of 
functionality 

V Source code is available 
for extra security 


X Expensive, but you can 
always buy just the bits 
you're interested in 








Features 0090000000 
Performance @0 000009009000 





ULTIMATE PCS 


Plus 





mal Bl 


cnn 1 
=P 1 





Pluss 210 | Christmas 2003 


LAB TEST 





Simon Williams 


Value Award simon.williams@futurenet.co.uk 


Awarded to products that 
represent outstanding value 
for money, giving you more 
bang per buck 


Performance Award 


Awarded to products that 
excel in our performance 
and quality tests, where 
money is less important 


Editor's Choice 





Simon Williams has been an IT 
journalist for 20 years and has 
spent half that time dissecting 
computers, peripherals and the 

software they run 


Our top award for products 
that combine exceptional 
performance and quality with 
superb value for money 







rules of 
traction 


X iea for only the sexiest looking 
fs. Simon Williams isn’t disappointed 















; Nave just got a lot more 
attractive. By that we don't mean 
the technology makes high-tech 
USiasts Want them more (though that’s 
3); büt that they're looking sexier and 
mote rebellious. The beginning of the year 
SaW a swing from boring beige to black 
and silver, but with this Lab Test we look 
into the world of the custom PC. 

By raising the asking price to £1499 
including VAI, and giving our suppliers a free 
hand to make their machines look as zappy 
as possible, weve ended up with 10 cool 
systems with plenty of pizzazz. 

These are PCs that make a statement 
rather than being hidden away under a 
desk. Io warrant this, though, they've got 
to have some processing muscle, and 


theyre not short in this department. 
This month sees the first Athlon 64 in 
a Lab lest. This new technology puts a 
mainstream 64-bit processor in a desktop 
PC for the first time. In this group there are 
PCs with a full gigabyte of main memory, 
well over 200GB of hard drive storage and 
cutting edge graphics adaptors, all feeding to 
large LCD monitors. There are PCs geared up 
for gaming, for digital video editing or for just 
looking hot and punchy on your desktop. 
We've run them through the same suite 
of stringent benchmarks we use for all our 
PC reviews and have seen some amazing 
numbers coming out. In the end, though, 
these PCs are as much about looks and 
what they say about you, as they are 
about top-flight performance. 


THE PC PLUS BENCHMARK FOR PCS 





Your guarantee 


The manufacturers have 
guaranteed that these PCs 
will be available with their 
featured specifications while 
this issue of PC Plus is on 


sale — from 27/10/03 to 
24/11/03. Any component 
changes will be due to 
unforeseen shortages. Note: 
replacement parts may 
increase the system price. 


PROVIDES INFORMATION YOU CAN TRUST PCPlus 
BENCHMARK INDEX 


The benchmark score for PCs is derived from a comprehensive set of real 1 
computing tests which evaluate every aspect of a PC system, not just the 
speed of the processor. The score provides an objective, scientific speed 
rating and is based on a score of 1.0 for a PCwith a 1GHz Athlon 
processor, 256MB PC100 SDRAM, 10GB UDMA 100 7200 Maxtor hard 
drive, and NVIDIA Quadro 64MB graphics. 






1GHz CPU 
128MB RAM 
1.5GHz CPU 
256MB RAM 


Multivision lonix 
Ultima NX 
94 


Special Reserve 
MAXX 4DV P4 3000 
95 







BEST PRICE 


PRICE £1,499 (£1,276 ex VAT) 





INFO www.poweroid.com SUPPLIER Best Price 0870 2200 444 


Best Prices Poweroid PC houses a configuration ideal 
for digital video editing, games, or other taxing pursuits 


O oy this is a big machine. Its 
mainly aluminium case 
includes a heavyweight brushed 
metal and crimson front panel, the 
top half of which hinges open to 
reveal the drives. A panel at the top 
front controls the speed of four 
internal fans, so you can balance 
cooling and noise levels. 

The Poweroid 7208 is just as 
exciting inside, with a 3GB Pentium 
4 coupled to a full GB of main 
memory. There are twin Maxtor 
serial ATA hard drives, configured as 
a RAID 0 array, with a formatted 
capacity of 228GB. This is hefty stuff, 
and is matched by the removable 
Storage, in the form of paired Sony 
drives, a 16-speed DVD reader and a 
multi-format DVD rewriter. 

Sound comes from a Realtek 
ALC650 six-channel sound chip and 
drives a set of ZXR550 speakers, a 
good match. Graphics is left to an 
Ali Radeon 9600 Pro adaptor which 
drives a neat silver and black, 17in 
liyama LCD monitor. This device 
presents a detailed picture and has 
an impressively small surround. 


In use 

A PC Plus Index of 3.11 is one of the 
highest weve seen from any PC. 
Best Price always tunes its PCs for 
top performance. The 3DMark results 
are comparatively disappointing, 
though, as other systems use higher 
specification cards than the Radeon 
9600 Pro. 3DMark 2001 returned 
figures of 12,015 and 9500 at the two 
test resolutions, which are still good 
numbers, just not quite as good as 
some others. 
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256MB RAM | 





Service and support 

Best Price offers a three-year 
warranty with the first two years on- 
site and the final one back-to-base, 
labour only. The company claims 
callout and turnaround times of just 
one working day, which is 
impressive. 


Conclusion 

Best Price bundles a full copy of 
Adobe Premiere with this system 
and by the time you buy, this will 
be Premiere Pro. It may seem odd, 
given this DV slant, to have 
configured the drives in a RAID, but 
the company will set them up as 
separate drives if asked, at no extra 
cost. A great system, and the only 
Spanner in the works is the question 
mark over the graphics sub-system. 


BEST PRICE 
POWEROID 7208 
FOR AGAINST 


V 1GB of main memory X Below par graphics 

V Twin 114GB hard drives results for spec 

V Bundled copy of Adobe X Monitor power 
Premiere Pro supply died 
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CARRERA SSC 
Focus Extreme 64 Plus 


PRICE £1,498 (£1,275 ex VAT) 





INFO www.carrera.co.uk SUPPLIER Carrera SSC 0871 222 3456 


A sleek black, crystal and ice-blue package with plenty 
of bottle from its graphics card and Athlon 64 processor 


TS his has to be one of the most 
stylish PCs in the group. Using 
Carrera SSCS standard black and 
acrylic case, the company has 
added a clear side panel and a 
couple of blue, fluorescent lights to 
make this a very sharp custom 
machine. Matched black drive facias 
and a good-looking 17in Sharp LCD 
monitor combine with wireless 
keyboard and mouse to make a 
very coherent package. 

There's plenty to see through 
the side panel, as this machine is 
based on an Athlon 64 3200+. 

This is AMD's new 64-bit processor, 
designed to future-proof your 
desktop PC against the introduction 
of 64-bit applications. 

The 512MB of main memory 
sits alongside the chip and a 
114GB Maxtor hard drive provides 
fixed storage. Matched NEC DVD 
rewriter and DVD reader provide 
removable storage, giving a well- 
balanced configuration. 

Sound comes from the VIA 
chipset on the system board and 
offers six-channel output to an 
excellent set of Creative Inspire 6/00 
speakers. Graphics are well catered 
for, with a NVIDIA GeForce FX 5900 
Ultra card, driving the Sharp monitor 
to give a clear, precise picture. 


In use 

The Focus Extreme 64 Plus produces 
a PC Plus Index of 2.78 — not that 
impressive in this company. The 3D 
graphics results from 3DMark are 
much more impressive, with a top 
index of over 17300. Even when we 
up the resolution to 1,280x1,024, the 
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1.5 GHz CPU 
256MB RAM 


system still returns 15,004. The 
3DMark 03 result of 6,172 completes 
the picture, and is capable of 
running any 3D application. 


Service and support 

Carrera SSC offers a five-year 
warranty with this system, the first 
three years of which are on-site. The 
final two years are back-to-base, 
labour only, but theres also 30-day 
telephone support for all the 
software in your system to help 

you over any teething troubles. 


Conclusion 

This is a good-looking, well- 
configured system with some useful 
future-proofing through the use of 
the Athlon 64. It comes with a copy 
of Ability Office and represents a 
good, well-balanced system. 


GSTS 
CARRERA SSC 
FOCUS EXTREME 64 PLUS 


FOR AGAINST 
V Athlon 64 processor X Could squeeze more 
V Matched DVD rewriter from processor 
and reader 
V Good 17in LCD monitor 
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DEMONITE 
Performance 


PRICE £1,498 (£1,275 ex VAT) 





INFO www.demonite.com SUPPLIER Demonite 0871 222 7222 


Yellow, green, purple and orange make this the most 
colourful PC in the group, and It's as fast as it is loud 


his strangely-coloured, 
Q extended midi tower PC is the 
Demonite flagship. Probably best 
described as warm yellow, it has a 
plastic door at the top of its front 
panel, revealing four, quick-access 
5.25in drive bays. In the left-hand 
side is a small clear-plastic viewing 
panel, where you can see the 
internals of the machine illuminated 
by a green fluorescent strip. Purple 
and orange coloured fans on the 
back of the case make the machine 
look a little over-lit. 

This is another system based 
around a 3GHz Pentium 4, this time 
with 512MB of main memory, but it 
has another 114GB hard drive and a 
pair of NEC DVD devices for reading 
and rewriting removable media. 
Sound comes from a Realtek ALC 
650 chipset on the system board 
and drives a set of Creative Inspire 
5300 speakers — a good match. 

Graphics come from a Hercules 
variant of the Radeon 9800 Pro 
adaptor, currently the top of the 
range. It drives another Sharp 17in 
LCD monitor and the spec is similar 
to the Carrera machines. Demonite is 
a sister company, specialising in 
tuned systems for the PC enthusiast. 


In use 

As you might expect from the 
Radeon 9800 Pro card, the 3D results 
from the system are very impressive. 
3DMark 2001 indexes of 17347 and 
15,177 show quite what processing 
power is available and the 3DMark 
03 result of 5.803 emphasises the 
graphics horsepower this machine 
has in reserve. 
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Just as encouraging, though, is the 
SYSmark result which produces 

a PC Plus Index of 3.03. This is a very 
fast PC. 


Service and support 

Demonite provides a five-year 
warranty with the Performance Plus 
PC, again splitting it with three years 
on-site and two back-to-base, 
labour only. Demonite, like Carrera, 
offers free, 24/7 software support 
on its machines for the first 30 

days of use. 


Conclusion 

The system comes with copies of 
Ability Office, DVD Movie Factory and 
Cool 3D, and if youre really after 
something to show off your gaming 
skills, this multicoloured monster is 
bound to turn heads. 


DEMONITE 

PERFORMANCE PLUS 

FOR AGAINST 

V 3GHz Pentium 4 X Colour scheme an 

V Hercules Radeon 9800 acquired taste 
Pro graphics card 
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EVESHAM 


PRICE £1,499 (£1,276 ex VAT) 
INFO www.evesham.com SUPPLIER Evesham 0870 160 9500 


Axis 64 3200 Plus 


ULTIMATE PCS 





Another Athlon 64 system from Evesham with good 


performance and future proofing from its 64-bit processor 


Q he first true 64-bit desktop 
processor in this Axis 64 3200 
Plus system is designed for high- 
end desktops and is ready for 64-bit 
operating systems and applications. 

The PC is built into a an 
unobtrusive black midi tower, with 
matched Sony DVD rewriter and 
reader and a generous 152GB Maxtor 
hard drive inside. The processor 
comes with 512MB of 400MHz 
memory and the case has plenty of 
expansion potential. 

Theres a state-of-the-art sound 
system, comprising Creatives new 
Audigy 2 ZS 71 channel sound card 
and matching Creative Inspire 7700 
Speakers — a great system for home 
cinema and games alike. 

Graphics output comes from an 
All Radeon 9800 graphics adaptor, 
but the All-in-Wonder version, which 
includes a TV tuner and digital video 
functionality. It drives a 17in Philips 
LCD monitor, which is an unobtrusive 
unit, giving a sharp, even display. 


In use 
SYSmark results from the Evesham 
Axis are very similar to those from 
the Carrera SSC machine, with a 
PC Plus Index of 2.85. This is well 
up the field, though still not as 
Strong as from some of the 3GHz 
Pentium As. 

3D results from the All-in-Wonder 
card weren't quite as good as from 
Evesham first Athlon 64 machine 
we reviewed last month, though 
that included the Pro version of the 
9800 card. 3DMark 03 scored 3907 
showing theres some trade-off 
between the extra functionality 
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of the All-in-Wonder and the 
blistering Pro performance. 


Service and Support 

Evesham provides a three-year 
warranty with the Axis 64 3200 Plus 
system, with the first two years on- 
site and the final one back to base, 
but still including parts as well as 
labour. This seems like a fair 
compromise, though some 
companies, such as Carrera and 
Mesh, still manage to give a full 
three years on-site. 


Conclusion 

This is another excellent system 
from Evesham, with the advantage 
of AMD's new 32-bit compatible 64- 
bit processor. It comes with Works 
Suite 2003 and offers quality build, 
though in an unexciting case. 


LPcPlus verdict 
EVESHAM AXIS 
64 3200 PLUS 


FOR AGAINST 
V 64-bit Athlon processor X% Uninspiring case design 
V 71 channel 
sound system 
V DVD rewriter and reader 


Value 00900009009000 
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HIGRADE 


Xperian 1700.2660 





PRICE £1,510 (£1,285 ex VAT) 


INFO www-.higrade.com SUPPLIER HiGrade 020 8532 6119 


The Xperian shows the way leisure PCs are going. A 
move into the sitting-room makes this PC highly desirable 


Q he HiGrade Xperian 1700.2660 
is a different beast from the 


other PCs in the group. 

The entire computer is integrated 
into the stand and case of its 1/in 
LCD monitor. Two, small strip 
speakers are styled in down the 
sides of the screen, making its 1/in 
diagonal look even larger. A silver 
and white wireless keyboard and 
mouse complete the system. 

The LCD monitor is run from an 
Ali Radeon 9000 Mobility chip, a 
member of the family designed for 
use in notebooks, even its Insyde 
BIOS. A lot of the technology in the 
Xperian is notebook-based. Theres 
no second drive in this system, so 
copying DVD and CD media will 
be awkward. 

The whole computer is based 
on a 2.66GHZz Intel Pentium 4, not 
a mobile chip, and also 512MB of 
main memory. 


In use 
As well as a full copy of Windows 
XP Home, the machine uses a 
separate, Linux-based operating 
system for immediate access to 
music CDs, DVDs, TV and radio 
functions. Each of these is available 
in a few seconds and is controlled 
using the supplied remote-control. 
Benchmark results were fair 
for the specification of the system, 
but not in comparison to others in 
the group. SYSmark produced a PC 
Plus Index of 2.38, which is fair, but 
there were others scoring over 30. 
The 3DMark results of 7113 and 
5,900 are passable, but still only 
half those of the fastest machines. 
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Service and support 

HiGrade offers a two-year, collect 
and return warranty with this 
system and claims a five-day 
turnaround. This could be a long 
while if youre using the system 
day-to-day and wed like to see 
a shorter time before pick-up. 


Conclusion 

The Xperian is all about 
convenience, and this is achieved 
by moving the PC into the living 
room. By combining a computer, 
DVD player, TV, radio and personal 
video recorder into a single, smart 
and convenient box, it shows the 
way leisure computing Is going. 

A copy of Works 7 completes the 
package. If integration is what 
youre looking for, theres no need 
to look any further. 


HIGRADE XPERIAN 
1700.2660 
FOR AGAINST 


V All-in-one, multi- 
function leisure PC 

V IncludesPersonal 
video recorder 


X Mid-range performance 
X Very limited 
expansion potential 
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PRICE £1,499 (£1,276 ex VAT) 
INFO wwwial.co.uk SUPPLIER JAL 01782 84 8100 


This is the first system we've seen from JAL, but not the 
last. It displays a fine combination of quality components 


O Ithough this offering is styled 
in the same black and clear 
livery as Carrera SSCS, it’s 
distinguished by gold furniture like 
the power button and retaining 
thumb screws. These deceptively 
modest cases hold a lot of drives, 
up to 13 in the case of the JAL 
Capricorn 3200 PCP This is an Athlon 
XP 3200+ based machine with 
512MB of 400MHz fast memory and 
a 149GB Seagate hard drive. Black- 
faced DVD rewriter and DVD ROM 
drives provide removable storage. 

JAL uses an nForce2-based 
system board from Gigabyte, which 
provides six channel sound for the 
Altec Lansing 5.1 speakers. These are 
a set we haven't seen before and 
give good, well-dispersed sound 
with secure, thumping bass. 

Graphics comes from another Ati 
Radeon 9800 Pro graphics card, as 
in the Demonite PC. It drives another 
17in Sharp LCD monitor to give a 
clear, detailed picture with bright, 
but natural colours. 


In use 
SYSmark results gave the JAL 
Capricorn 3200PCP system a PC Plus 
Index of 3.08. This is a good result 
for the processor, and illustrates the 
impact a strong chipset can have 
on the tests. Compare it with Mesh's 
Cubex, which only managed 2.56. 
The 3DMark indexes, at 14,344 
and 12,904, were not as high as we 
expected from a Radeon 9800 Pro 
card and are about 20 per cent 
down on the group leaders. They 
were reflected in the 3DMark 03 
result, of 5311, too and while giving 


JAL 
Capricorn 3200 PCP 
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128MB RAM 


the system plenty of graphics kick, 
are around 20 per cent lower than 
the similarly-specified Demonite. : 


Service and support 

JAL provides an interesting service 
warranty with this system. The first 
two years are on-site and the 
company claims a one day 
turnaround. While you will incur 
some parts and carriage costs, at 
least theres no charge for diagnosis 
and repair. 


Conclusion 

This is a well-made system with an 
interesting specification. It includes a 
copy of VideoStudio 7 and other 
utilities, but no major applications. 
The only slight disappointment is 
the 3D performance, given the top of 
the range Ali graphics card. 


JAL CAPRICORN 
3200 PCP 
FOR AGAINST 


V DVD rewriter and reader XX Performance 

V Expansion potential 

V Elegant set of Altec 
Lansing speakers 


not quite there 
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MESH 


Cubex 3200+ DX 


PRICE £1,409 (£1,199 ex VAT) 







LAB TEST 


INFO www.meshcomputers.com SUPPLIER Mesh 0870 046 4747 


Meshs minimalist mini PC provides loads of potential in 
a small-footprint design. It comes in under budget, too 


esh has decided to go for a 
M) miniature Shuttle design in its 
Cubex 3200+ system. This is one of 
the ultra-compact units which takes 
up little desk space. In this case, it'S 
rather swamped by the size of its 
18-in NEC LCD monitor. 

Even though its exceedingly 
compact, the Cubex is based on an 
Athlon XP 3200+ with 512MB of main 
memory. A substantial, 152GB Maxtor 
hard drive provides fixed storage, but 
removable storage is limited due to 
the space available in the shuttle 
case. Theres a single Sony DVD+RW 
drive, which certainly offers good 
compatibility but no copying 
facilities. Mesh has decided to go for 
a six-card reader rather than a floppy 
drive in the remaining 3.5in bay. 

Sound output is provided by the 
nForce 2 chipset on the system 
board and drives a set of Creative's 
good-looking, i-Irigue speakers, 
though these are only 2.1 channel. 
This is a shame, as the PC can 
supply 5.1 sound. 

An interesting choice in the 
graphics department is NVIDIAs 
GeForce FX5600 Personal Cinema 
card, which offers scope for basic 
video editing, in the same way as 
Alis All-in-Wonder series. 


In use 

Benchmark results were reasonable 
but not cutting-edge. Like the 
Xperian, this system is primarily 
intended for convenience, and a PC 
Plus Index of 2.56 is very reasonable. 
3DMark results of 10,649 and 7893, 
while not setting any redcords, are 
still good enough for most games, 
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including Tom Clancy's Splinter Cell, 
bundled here with two other titles. 


Service and support 

Mesh offers three years on-site 
warranty with the Cubex system, 
which is as it should be with a 
machine in this price bracket. The 
company isnt prepared to quote a 
call-out time, as it varies from 
location to location. 


Conclusion 

This is a very sound PC system for 
those who dont want their machine 
to dominate their living space. 
Despite its reduced dimensions, 
Meshs system offers considerable 
potential for most leisure activities, 
comes with a good software bundle, 
and costs around £90 less than any 
other in the group. 


(PCPlus verdict 
MESH CUBEX 
3200+ DX 


FOR AGAINST 

V Well specified PC X Only a single DVD drive 
in Shuttle profile X No parallel port 

V Personal Cinema 
video card 
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MICROLAND 


PRICE £1,499 (£1,276 ex VAT) 
INFO www.microlandtechnology.com SUPPLIER Microland 0870 443 0399 


Protech 15.01 __ 


ULTIMATE PCS 


Microlands Protech 15.01 is a well-designed PC, with 
better than average performance, and an 18in LCD screen 


M) icrolands all-aluminium case 
is Square cut and sleek,and 
the black-fronted DVD rewriter and 
reader, along with the legacy floppy 
drive, tone well. The Protech 1501 
combines an advanced processor — 
a 3.06GHz Pentium 4 — with 512MB 
of memory and a 114GB Maxtor 
hard drive. This is a good basis for 
any PC and when you add in the 
Sapphire version of a Radeon 9800 
graphics card, you can see this is a 
machine with some pace. 

The graphics signal feeds into 
another 18in LCD monitor, this time 
an AOC unit. The picture is bright 
and clear, up to a maximum 
resolution of 1280x1024, though 
not quite as well-defined as the 
detail offered by the NEC device. 

Sound is rather better catered 
for, with an Audigy 2 ZS card. This 
is the latest card from Creative, 
capable of driving a 71 speaker set, 
and cunningly Microland has 
supplied exactly that in the shape 
of a set of Creative Inspire 71 
speakers. This is an ideal match 
and the sound produced is worthy 
of any home cinema. 


In use 

Test results were pretty impressive, 
with SYSmark producing a PC Plus 
Index of 2.90. While this isn’t the 
highest in the group, it's well 

up with the leaders, as are the 
3DMark figures of 16,270 and 
13,727 Although the 3DMark 03 
result of 5,059 is a bit lower than 
some of the others, for most 
purposes you wont notice 

the difference. 
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1GHz CPU 


128MB RAM 





Service and support 

Microland offers a three year collect 
and return warranty. Although it may 
not be as convenient to send your 
PC away, you can at least be sure 

it will be repaired by the people 
who know most about it. Being 
collect and return cover, there are 
no costs involved. 


Conclusion 

This is a good solid system, with 
plenty of processing muscle and 
Storage space. The software bundle 
including Microsoft Works, Norton 
Internet Security, Pinnacle Studio 
and two full-version games comes 
with a gamepad and gives you 
plenty to be getting on with. 
Theres little reason not to put 

this system in a high position on 
your shortlist. 


MICROLAND 

PROTECH 15.01 

FOR AGAINST 

V 306GHz Pentium 4 X Slight dip in 
V 18in LCD monitor SYSmark result 


V 71 channel Creative 
sound system 
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MULTIVISION 


PRICE £1,498 (£1,275 ex VAT) 


lonix Ultima NX 


INFO www.multivison.co.uk SUPPLIER Multivision 0870 444 6933 


Multivision has packed a lot of innovative new hardware 
into its all-black PC, and come up with an exciting system 


ultiVision’s jet-black case 
M) looks angular and suave with 
its vertical blue strip down the front. 
The top two drive bays in the lonix 
Ultima NX house an NEC DVD 
rewriter and a Microstar DVD reader, 
but the more exciting components 
are inside. 

The processor is a Pentium 4, 
but the first we've seen running at 
3.2GHz. It comes with 512MB of 
memory, but only 333MHz, even 
though the bus supports 400MHz. 
Theres but two hard drives with a 
capacity of 114GB, giving a total of 
228GB, like the Best Price machine. 

The sound system is as good 
as youre going to get, using one of 
Creatives new Audigy 2 ZS sound 
cards and a matching set of /1 
Inspire speakers. Graphics output is 
provided by an All Radeon 9800SE 
card and drives another 18in NEC 
LCD monitor, the same model Mesh 
uses. The combination gives a clear, 
undistorted picture and the extra 
inch on the diagonal compared 
with a 1/in screen translates to an 
increase in surface area of over 
12 per cent. 


In use 
The top of the range Pentium 4 
processor certainly showed its worth 
in the SYSmark benchmark, 
producing a PC Plus Index of 3.27 the 
highest weve yet seen. The Internet 
content creation module of the 
benchmark produced an index of 
526 — a very big number. 

The 3DMark indexes were not 
quite as good, as the SE version of 
the Radeon 9800 chip isnt quite up 
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to the Pro version. However, this is 
only relative and theres no frame 
rate in the test below 53fps. 


Service and Support 

MultiVision offers a six-year warranty 
with the lonix Ultima NX, the first 
three years of which are on-site. The 
final three cover labour costs only, 
but even this is three years longer 
than something like the Mesh 
machine, and must be looked on as 
a bonus. 


Conclusion 

This is a very high-value PC, with its 
ultra-fast Pentium 4 processor, twin 
hard drives and the 18in LCD monitor. 
While there isn’t any major 
application software, it does include 
a copy of Tomb Raider and is overall 
a great buy, 


bPcPlus verdict 
MULTIVISION 
IONIX ULTIMA NX 


FOR AGAINST 
V 3.2GHz Pentium 4 X No application software 
V Twin 114GB hard drives 
V 71 channel 
sound system 
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SPECIAL RESERVE 


PRICE £1,499 (£1,276 ex VAT) 





INFO www.MAXXPC.com SUPPLIER Special Reserve 0870 725 9999 


Special Reserve has put together a sexy PC in a shiny, 
Slate-grey case. It goes like a Doberman after bratwurst 


O pecial Reserve uses the 
same case for its MAXX 
4DV P4 3000 as Demonite, but here 
the paint job is slate grey, and the 
internal lights are blue. It looks 
better in this colour and is certainly 
less garish. 

The PC is based around a 3GHz 
Pentium 4 with a full gigabyte of 
main memory which should be 
enough for any application, even 
resource-hungry programs like 
digital video editors. A 120GB 
Seagate hard drive provides fixed 
storage and an NEC DVD rewriter is 
partnered by an LG DVD reader. 

Sound comes from a Creative 
Audigy 2 card, though this is the 51 
channel version and here drives a 
set of VideoLogic ZXR550 speakers. 
These are more than adequate for 
sound reproduction from video and 
games alike. 

The graphics card is an All 
Radeon 9800 Pro, currently ATI's top 
of the range device. It drives a 1/in 
LCD monitor from Hercules, a unit 
we havent seen before but with its 
Stylish, boomerang-shaped metal 
Stand and curved surround with 
inset control buttons, its better 
looking than most and gives a 
lively, pixel-bright picture. 


In use 

This is one fast PC, with a PC Plus 
Index of 3.19 only a fraction off the 
Multivision top SYSmark score. 
This is plenty of punch for even 
the most taxing business 
application, but on the 3D side it 
knocks spots off all others, with 
indexes of 1/953 and 15477 The 
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15 GHz CPU 
256MB RAM 
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3DMark 03 figure of 5,792 was just 
beaten by the Carrera PC. 


Service and Support 

Special Reserve provides a one- 
year on-site warranty with the 
MAXX 4DV P4 3000, which is barely 


adequate on a machine at this price. 


You should expect at least three 
years cover in some shape or form. 
A call-out of up to five working days 
is also longer than most. 


Conclusion 

As you might expect of a PC from 
Special Reserve, which started life 
as a company selling to gamers, 
this system has a superlative 
performance. It's fast on both 
serious applications and leisure 
ones and looks the part, too, with 
its custom case and cool, blue glow. 


MAXX 
4DV P4 3000 


FOR AGAINST 
V Very strong performance % No application software 
V Hercules 17in 
LCD monitor 
V Good sound system 


Value 009000090000 





Features 009090900909000 


Performance @@ 90009000900 
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Technology Focus 


What's the difference between AMD's Athlon 64 
processor and Intel's Itanium chip? Get thunking... 


he key difference between AMD's new 64-bit Athlon 64 

processor and Intel's Itanium chip is that the Athlon 64 
can run 32-bit applications. The Itanium will only work with 
64-bit instructions, although the IA32 execution layer, due for 
introduction with Microsoft Server 2003, will make it possible 
to run some 32-bit code through emulation. 

The Athlon 64 runs 32-bit programs by translating all 32-bit 
instructions into 64-bit ones, a process known as thunking. This 
extra task obviously takes some time, but the amount is directly 
proportional to the processing needed. In the case of the AMD 
chip, the thunking layer is quite ‘thin’; in other words the translation 
is comparatively simple. 

This is because the instruction set of typical 32-bit processors 
— the Pentium 4, Athlon XP and others — is quite similar to that 
of the Athlon 64. The Athlon 64's register and instruction set 
architecture expands on what is already there in the 32-bit chip, 
rather than starting from scratch with a new design. 

AMD estimates the thunking burden to add 10 per cent or 
less to the processing time for 32-bit instructions and aims to 
compensate for that by the extra speed of 64-bit arithmetic. 

It's also worth noting that the first Athlon 64 processor, the 3200+, 
has an internal clock rate of 2GHz, while Itanium processors are 
running at around 1.5GHz. 

The Athlon 64 has no real competitor on the Intel side yet. 
Intel's Itanium is intended as a server processor and AMD's 
Opteron, released earlier this year, goes head-to-head with 
that chip. It has to be said, though, that the Itanium is currently 
selling much better than the Opteron. 


A use for dual operating systems 

For some while you've been able to install different operating 
systems on the partitions of a hard disk and start a PC up with 
whichever you wanted. These dual-boot systems are usually used 
for testing purposes or by enthusiasts who wanted to work in more 
than one environment. 

With the advent of leisure PCs like Hi-Grade's Xperian systems, 
though, there's an extra, more mainstream use for this technique. 
The Xperian uses a version of Linux to provide direct access to DVD, 
TV, radio and personal video recorder, avoiding the delays needed 
in starting up Windows. 





The Athlon 64 can run 32-bit applications today, just as if it were a 
32-bit processor. When 64-bit software becomes available, though, 


it will run that too. 
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DETAILS 

Supplier Best Price Carrera SSC Demonite Evesham HiGrade 

Model Poweroid 7208 Focus Extreme 64 Plus Performance Plus Axis 64 3200 Plus Xperian 1700.2660 

Telephone number 0870 2200444 0871 222 3456 0871 222 7222 0870 160 9500 020 8532 6119 

Price £1,499 (£1,276 ex VAT) £1,498 (£1,275 ex VAT) £1,498 (£1,275 ex VAT) £1,499 (£1,276 ex VAT) £1,510 (£1,285 ex VAT) 

Warranty 2 year on-site plus 1 year 3 years on-site plus 2 years 3 years on-site plus 2 years 2 years on-site plus one 2 years collect and return 
back-to-base back-to-base, labour only back-to-base, labour only year back-to-base 

Warranty call-out time 1 day 3-5 days 3-5 days 2 days 5 days 

Delivery charge £34 (£29 ex VAT) £40 (£34 ex VAT) £40 (£34 ex VAT) £40 (£34 ex VAT) £34 (£29 ex VAT) 

Credit card surcharge 3% None None None None 

SPECIFICATIONS 

CPU type/Clock (GHz) Pentium 4/3.0GHz Athlon 64 3200+/2.0GHz Pentium 4/3.0GHz Athlon 64 3200+/2.0GHz Pentium 4/2.6GHz 

Level 2 cache (K) 512 1,024 512 1,024 512 

System board Asus P4C800 Deluxe Asus K8V Deluxe Asus P4C800 Deluxe Microstar MS-6702 Not stated 

Chipset Intel 875P VIA K8T800 Intel 875P VIA KT800 Intel 845PE 

Memory/bus clock (MHz) 400/400 400/400 400/400 400/400 333/333 

Supplied memory (MB) 1,024 512 512 512 512 

Maximum memory (GB) 4 3 4 2 2 

Hard drive make 2x Maxtor Maxtor Maxtor Maxtor Maxtor 

Hard drive capacity (GB) 2x 114 in RAID 0 114 114 152 114 

CD/DVD make/speed Sony DVD+RW/4x2.4x8 NEC DVD+RW/4x2.4x12 NEC DVD+RW/4x2.4x12 Sony DVD+RW/4x2.4x8 Toshiba DVD-RW/2x1x2 

Other drives and devices Sony DVD x16, floppy, 6-card NEC DVD x16, floppy, NEC DVD x16, floppy, V90 Sony DVD x16, floppy, V92 V92 modem, 4-card reader, 
reader, V90 modem, Ethernet V90 modem, Ethernet modem, Ethernet modem, Ethernet PC-Card reader, Ethernet, 

remote control 

PCI slots: total/free, AGP 5/2, 1 4/1, 1 5/3, 1 Byer Ih 1/0, 0 

Drive bays Ext/Int 3x 5.25, 2x 3.5/6x 3.5 4x 5.25, 2x 3.5/5x 3.5 4x 5.25, 2x 3.5/3x 3.5 4x 5.25, 1x 3.5/4x 3.5 0/0 

Ports 1x serial, 1x parallel, 1x serial, 1x parallel, 1x serial, 1x parallel, 1x serial, 1x parallel, 1x serial, 1x parallel, 
10x USB 2.0, 2x FireWire 6x USB 2.0, 2x FireWire 6x USB 2.0, 2x FireWire 8x USB 2.0, 3x FireWire 4x USB 2.0, 2x FireWire 

Monitor model liyama PLE430S Sharp LL-T17D3-B Sharp LL-T17D3-B Philips 170B4 Integral 

Monitor type LCD LCD LCD LCD LCD 

Quoted/viewable (in) 17/17 17/17 17/17 17/17 17/17 

Dot pitch/max res (mm/pix) 1,280x1,024 1,280x1,024 1,280x1,024 1,280x1,024 1,280x1,024 

Video adaptor ATi Radeon 9600 Pro NVIDIA GeForce FX5900 Ultra ATi Radeon 9600 Pro ATi Radeon 9800 ATi Radeon 9000 Mobility 

All-in-Wonder 
AGP level: system/card 8x/8x 8x/8x 8x/8x 8x/8x 4x/4x 
Video memory (MB) 128 256 128 128 64 
EXTRAS 

Sound card Realtek ALC650 6-channel ADI AD1980 6-channel Realtek ALC650 6-channel Creative Audigy 2 ZS CMedia 6-channel 

Speakers Videologic ZXR550 Creative Inspire 6700 Creative Inspire 5300 Creative Inspire 7700 Integral stereo 

BIOS make AMI AMI AMI AMI Insyde 

Power: run/suspend (VA) 125/17 161/22 175/19 145/21 106/26 

Noise level (dBA) Low (:40) Low (:40) 50.5 41.5 Low (440) 

SOFTWARE 

Operating system Windows XP Home Windows XP Home Windows XP Home Windows XP Home Windows XP Home 

File system NTFS NTFS NTFS NTFS NTFS 

Bundled software Ability Office, Adobe Premiere Ability Office, Nero 5, Ability Office, DVD Movie Works Suite 2003, Works 7 Power DVD, Panda AV, 
Pro Nero 5, WinDVD, WinTV, WinDVD, modem/sound utils Factory, Cool 3D, CD-RW/DVD/ Pinnacle Studio, Instant DVD = modem/sound/TV/PVR utils 
modem/sound utils modem/sound utils 
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DETAILS 

Supplier JAL Mesh Microland Multivision Special Reserve 

Model Capricorn 3200 PCP Cubex 3200+ DX Protech 15.01 lonix Ultima NX MAXX 4DV P4 3000 

Telephone number 01782 848100 0870 046 4747 0870 443 0399 0870 444 6933 0870 725 9999 

Price £1,499 (£1,276 ex VAT) £1,409 (£1,199 ex VAT) £1,499 (£1,276 ex VAT) £1,498 (£1,275 ex VAT) £1,499 (£1,276 ex VAT) 

Warranty 2 years on-site plus life back- 3 years on-site 3 years collect and return 3 years on-site plus 3 years 1 year on-site 
to-base, labour only back-to-base, labour only 

Warranty call-out time 1-4 days Variable 2 days Not stated Up to 5 days 

Delivery charge £20 (£17 ex VAT) £46 (£39 ex VAT) £24 (£20 ex VAT) £46 (£39 ex VAT) £25 (£21 ex VAT) 

Credit card surcharge None None None None None 

SPECIFICATIONS 

CPU type/Clock (GHz) Athlon XP 3200+/2.20 Barton Athlon XP 3200+/2.20 Barton Pentium 4/3.06 Pentium 4/3.2 Pentium 4/3.0 

Level 2 cache (K) 512 512 512 512 512 

System board Gigabyte GA7N-400 Pro 2 Shuttle FN415P Gigabyte 81PE1000 Pro 2 Microstar MSI 865PE Neo 2 Intel D875PBZ 

Chipset NVIDIA nForce2 NVIDIA nForce2 Intel 845PE Intel 845PE Intel 875 

Memory/bus clock (MHz) 400/400 333/333 400/400 333/400 400/400 

Supplied memory (MB) 512 512 512 512 1,024 

Maximum memory (GB) 3 2 3 4 2 

Hard drive make Seagate Maxtor Maxtor 2x Maxtor Seagate 

Hard drive capacity (GB) 149 152 114 2x 114 in RAID 0 112 

CD/DVD make/speed Freecom DVD+RW/4x2.4x4 Sony DVD+RW/4x2.4x8 NEC DVD+RW/4x2.4x12 NEC DVD+RW/4x2.4x12 NEC DVD+RW/4x2.4x16 


EXPANDABILITY 


Other drives and devices Benq DVD x16, floppy, 
V92 modem, Ethernet 


V90 modem, 6-card reader, 
Ethernet, joystick, gamepad 


Microstar DVDx16, floppy, 
V92 modem, Ethernet, 


Microstar DVDx16, floppy, 


V90 modem, Ethernet, 


LG DVDx16, floppy, V92 modem, 
Ethernet, gamepad 








gamepad gamepad 
PCI slots: total/free, AGP 5/1, 1 1/0, 1 5/20 52M By Al 
Drive bays Ext/Int 4x 5.25, 3x 3.5/6x 3.5 0/0 4x 5.25, 2x 3.5/4x 3.5 4x 5.25, 1x 3.5/3x 3.5 5x 5.25, 2x 3.5/5x 3.5 
Ports 2x serial, 1x parallel, 2x serial, 4x USB 2.0, 1x serial, 1x parallel, 1x serial, 1x parallel, 1x serial, 1x parallel, 
6x USB 2.0, 2x FireWire 3x FireWire 6x USB 2.0, 2x FireWire 8x USB 2.0, 2x FireWire 8x USB 2.0, 2x FireWire 


GRAPHIC SYSTEMS 














Monitor model Sharp LL-T17D3-B NEC 1860NX AOC LM800 NEC 1860NX Hercules ProphetView 920 Pro 
Monitor type LCD LCD LCD LCD LCD 

Quoted/viewable (in) 17/17 18/18 18/18 18/18 17/17 

Dot pitch/max res (mm/pix) 1,280x1,024 1,280x1,024 1,280x1,024 1,280x1,024 1,280x1,024 

Video adaptor ATi Radeon 9800 Pro NVIDIA GeForce FX5600 Sapphire Radeon 9800 ATi Radeon 9800SE ATi Radeon 9800 Pro 

AGP level: system/card 8x/8x 8x/8x 8x/8x 8x/8x 8x/8x 

Video memory (MB) 128 128 128 128 128 














Sound card nForce 2 six-channel nForce 2 six-channel Creative Audigy 2 ZS Creative Audigy 2 ZS Creative Audigy 2 
Speakers Altec Lansing 5100 Creative i-trigue Creative Inspire 7700 Creative Inspire 7700 Videologic ZXR550 
BIOS make Award Award Award Award Intel 

Power: run/suspend (VA) 221/113 113/35 171/23 177/31 183/25 

Noise level (dBA) Low (:40) Low (40) 40.7 Low (:40) Low (40) 





Operating system 
Filing system FAT32 
Bundled software 
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Windows XP Home 


Video Studio 7 Nero, 
WinDVD, modem/sound utils 


Windows XP Home 
NTFS 


Works 7 Pinnacle Studio, 
3 games, Nero, DVD/modem 
/sound utils 


Windows XP Home 
NTFS 


Works 7 Norton IS, 
Pinnacle Studio, 2 games, 
Nero, DVD/modem /sound utils 


Windows XP Home 
NTFS 


1 game, Nero PowerDVD, 
modem/sound utils 
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Windows XP Home 
NTFS 


Pinnacle Instant DVD, 
1 game, Power DVD, modem / 
sound utils 
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PCPlus 
Result 


© ur benchmarks are designed to 


rigorously test every aspect of the PC in order 
to make an exact judgement on its overall 





Each PC is put through a series of benchmarks to 
give an accurate picture of its overall performance 








PCPlus 


performance. Each chart enables you to tell, 
at a glance, how each PC has performed in 
the individual areas, plus its overall score 
(shown opposite). 

The PC Plus index gives a relative score 
against a baseline system that achieves a 
benchmark score of 1.0. The Baseline system 


consists of the following specification: 1GHz AMD 


Athlon processor, 256MB PC100 SDRAM, 10GB 
UDMA 100 7200 RPM Maxtor hard drive and 
64MB NVIDIA Quadro graphics card. 

While every effort is made to test each PC 
to the same standard, unfortunately we 
sometimes receive PCs that refuse to cooperate 
with the benchmarking tools we use. In these 


instances we take the scores that we have been 


able to obtain and make an assessment of the 
PC's performance based on these results. 
However, the PC won't receive a PC Plus index if 


both parts of the SYSmark test do not complete. 


AWARD WINNERS 


(es Editors Choice 
ES Value 
es Performance 


SYSmark2002 results 


Internet Content 





Multivision 


Special Reserve 


Demonite | 


| 


Evesham 


Carrera SSC. | 


Mesh 














SYSmark2002's Internet Content 
benchmark tests a PC's ability to cope 
with content creation. A series of scripts 
runs a number of demanding applications 
including Adobe Photoshop 6.01, Adobe 
Premiere 6.0, Microsoft Media Encoder 71, 
Macromedia Dreamweaver 4 and Flash 5. 





Bigger is better 


Combined benchmark scores 


|Microland 
[Evesham 
2.56 | 


2.38 


SYSmark2002 results 
Office Productivity 





JAL 


Special Reserve 





Demonite 


Carrera SSC 





Best Price 


Evesham 





Microland 


Multivision 





Mesh 





HiGrade | 


SYSmark2002's Office Productivity 
benchmark tests a PC's ability to cope 
with everyday office applications. A series 
of scripts runs a number of demanding 
applications including Microsoft Office XP 
versions of Word, Excel, PowerPoint, 
Outlook and Access. 





Bigger is better 


3.0 


The overall PC Plus benchmark 
score is taken from 
SYSmark2002 and then 
indexed against a 1GHz Athlon 
system. This means you can 
instantly see just how fast 
any PC system is. 


3DMark2001 results 
1,024 x 768 x 32-bit 





Special Reserve 17,953 


Demonite | 17,347 


Carrera SSC 17373 


Microland | 16,270 
Evesham 15,478 

‘Multivision [oo 
JAL | 14,344 


12,015 


Mesh 10,649 | 


HiGrade | 


3DMark2001SE benchmarks a PC's 
graphics subsystem at a number of 
different resolutions. Although only the 
default scores are listed here, each PC is 
also tested at the higher resolution of 
1,280 x 1,024 x 16-bit. Some LCDs can 
only be tested at their native resolution. 














Bigger is better 
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EDITOR'S CHOICE 


Evesham Axis 64 3200 


PRICE £1,499 ( £1,276 ex VAT) 
INFO www.evesham.com 
SUPPLIER Evesham 0870 160 9500 


Oo n a field where so many of the PCs are fast and 
well specified, Evesham’s Axis 64 3200 Plus 
Stands out in several ways. For a start, it uses AMD's 
new 64-bit Athlon 64 processor. While this in itself 
doesn't give the system that much of a performance 
kick, it will become an increasingly important feature as 
Microsoft introduces a 64-bit version of Windows and 
the first 64-bit applications become available. 

The All-in-Wonder version of ATI's Radeon 9800 


BEST VALUE 
Multivision lonix Ultima NX 


PRICE £1,498 (£1,275 ex VAT) 
INFO www.multivison.co.uk 
SUPPLIER Multivision 0870 444 6933 


O big part of most peoples ultimate PC will be all the 
right components... this machine offers them, and 


more. This Multivision system uses the latest 3.2GHz 
Pentium 4 and marries it up with a fast graphics card, 
twin hard drives and a superlative sound system. The 
result is a PC which can outperform all-comers on serious 
applications and give a good account of itself running 3D 
applications, too. Add in a quality 18in LCD monitor and 
youre getting a lot your money. 


PC verdict 0000000000 





ULTIMATE PCS 


video card provides extra functionality such as a TV 
tuner and basic digital video facilities. This is matched 
by a state-of-the-art 71 channel sound system. To 
complete the system, a good software bundle means 
you can immediately use the system for a variety of 
tasks. An ultimate PC should be able to do everything 
you ask of it quickly, now and into the future. 


PC verdict 0000000000 





BEST PERFORMER 
Special Reserve MAXX 4DV P4 3000 


PRICE £1,499 (£1,276 ex VAT) 
INFO www.MAXXPC.com 
SUPPLIER Special Reserve 0870 725 9999 


O lear panels and interior lights in PCs are like so 
many fluffy dice, unless they're backed up by 


hardware tuned to give the best performance. That's 
certainly the case with this Special Reserve PC, which 
matches processor to graphics card and hard drive. The 
fastest 3D results in the group and second fastest 
SYSmark figures give this machine enough sting in the 
tail to warrant the warning blue lights — ‘| wasn't going 
that fast, was |, Officer?’ 


PC verdict 0000000000 
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A very hard decision this month between 10 
excellent PCs. The shortest of short leads decides 





Trying to balance dissimilar 
features in different PCs 
can be a real trial 


When it comes to rating PCs, it’s 
getting increasingly difficult to 
measure up one feature against 
another. It’s easy enough if you 
have two PCs with similar 
specifications and one has an 
outstanding feature that the 
other lacks. 

How about two PCs, though, with 
similar specifications in all but two 
respects? Say one has two hard 
drives configured in a RAID array 
and the other has an Athlon 64 
processor. Given all other 
components are the same or 
similar, which would you find 
more valuable in your new PC? 

It depends entirely what you 
intend to use it for. If you're going 
to set it down under your desk and 
use it as a server on a network or a 
website, the RAID array will stand 
you in much better stead. High- 
speed disk access and the ability 
to handle many requests 
simultaneously will be a prime 
requirement for you. The 
processing power of the core chip 
is of secondary importance. 

Not so if you're buying a machine 
to play games on or to edit down 
wedding videos. Then processor 
power, along with a really strong 
video card, will make the difference 
between a fast 3D platform and a 
machine that struggling to keep up. 
A RAID array will make very little 
difference to its ability to run first 
person shooters. 

In making these assessments, | 
have to look at the reasons why 
the majority of you may be 
considering the type of PC under 
test. In this particular example, I'd 
go for the processor over the RAID 
array, as in my judgement more 
people play games than set up 
web servers. If you disagree with 
the scores we give any PC, it could 
well be because your assessment 
criteria are different from those of 
the majority of PC Plus readers. 
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Hard 
times 


Running out of storage? Alan Dexter assesses more 
p than a terabyte of hard disk space, so you don't have to 








t's difficult to too get excited compared to the capacities on offer from 
about hard disks. Despite their all the major manufacturers. It's actually 
pivotal role in both the the data that we handle that has become 
a | performance and capabilities of your the driving factor in our insatiable quest 
machine, their inherently mundane nature for more storage space. 
means they'll never capture the One of the beauties of the modern PC is 
imagination like the latest graphics card. the ease with which extra storage can be 
That doesn't mean that you should be added. The question is how big a hard disk 
complacent about buying one though. should you be looking for? What standard 
Theres plenty to separate the good should the disk support (Ultra ATA — PATA 
from the bad, and when youre looking — or Serial ATA — SATA)? And how much is 
at spending a chunk of cash on one or this extra storage going to cost you? Over the 
several disks, mistakes can be costly page youll find hard disks ranging from 
and frustrating. 40GB to 250GB, with prices to match. Weve 
While operating systems and new taken each one, executed some rigorous 
software do take up a considerable amount testing methods, and put them all through 
of space on a modern hard disk, the their paces to see which one offers the best 
requirements of such software Is still small value and performance. 
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SCSI versus Serial and Parallel ATA 





Most desktop storage systems today 
use a parallel bus interface referred 

to as Ultra ATA/100. The parallel ATA 
interface has been in use on desktop 
systems as the mainstream internal 
storage inter-connects since the 1980s 


(over 15 years!). Today’s PCs demand 


With no need to buy an 
add-in card, no complicated 
configuration and cheaper 
hardware, it looks like ATA has 
beaten off SCSI for good. 


higher speeds, more robust data 
integrity, and flexibility for innovative, 
smaller designs. Physically and 
electrically, the current parallel bus 


has run into limitations that will 
prevent reliable higher data transfer 
speeds. The move to a new Serial 
interface is necessary in the eyes 

of industry leaders. 


Before the introduction of Serial 


ATA, any prospective hard disk purchase 
would be for either an 

Ultra ATA unit or SCSI. Traditionally 

Ultra ATA disks were used in 
mainstream systems, while servers 

and workstations would favour the 
added reliability and performance 
offered by the SCSI standard. 
Occasionally, SCSI disks would find their 
way into a mainstream desktop 

if the performance was really needed, 
although this was a rare occurrence. 


SCSI is based on an older, proprietary 


bus interface called Shugart Associates 


MAXTOR DiamondMax Plus 9 


PRICE £177 (£151 ex VAT) INFO www.maxtor.com 
SUPPLIER Ebuyer 0870 467 0753 www.ebuyer.com 





Q he DiamondMax Plus 9 
range of hard disks 
comes in a variety of sizes, 
with some versions available in 
both Ultra ATA and Serial ATA 
versions. At 200GB and 
boasting an 8MB buffer, this 
Serial ATA option is the most 
kitted-out version of Maxtor's 
mainstream 7200rpm family. But 
does it offer enough feature quality 
to make you want to upgrade to the 
new interface standard? 

Maxtor is sensitive to the fact 
that not many users will have 
access to the power cables used 
by the Serial ATA standard, so has 
augmented the power connector 
on the SAIA block with the more 
traditional Molex connector. In fact, 
it would be more accurate to say 
that they've left the connector there. 
Like many other Serial AIA disks, this 
is actually an Ultra ATA disk 
that has been tweaked to offer 
Serial AIA support. 

Performance-wise, the 
DiamondMax Plus 9 isn't too exciting 
an option, producing numbers that 
lag behind some of the parallel 










disks in this test. It's also noticably 
Slower than the other Serial AIA 
options. This is rather unusual as 
the burst rate is staggeringly high at 
well over LOOMB‘. It's a real shame. 
If Maxtor could improve the internal 
transfer rate, this offering would 
really fly. 

As it stands, the DiamondMax 
Plus 9 stands somewhere between 
the Serial AIA and Ultra ATA camps. 
It's as cheap as a Parallel disk, but 
too slow to really make an impact 
on the Serial ATA circuit. If Maxtor 
can realise the disks full potential, it 
could be a different story. 


Value 0000000000 
Features @000000000 
Performance @@ O O 9 0000900 
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System Interface (SASI). SASI was 
originally developed in 1981 by Shugart 
Associates in conjunction with NCR 
Corporation. In 1986, a modified 
version of SASI that provided a beefier, 
open system was ratified by the 
American National Standards Institute 
(ANSI) as SCSI. 

There are several benefits of SCSI. 
Firstly, it’s fast, operating at rates up 
to 160 MB/s. It's also reliable; you 
often find that SCSI disks continue to 
perform at maximum efficiency for 
many years. This is vital in a business 
environment where people don't 
want to regularly shell out for 
replacement models. Equally 
importantly, SCSI allows you to put 
multiple devices on one bus, giving you 
the freedom to expand your storage 
Capacity as far as your dreams will 
allow you to go. 

But while many users would like 
to call on the performance increase 
offered by SCSI, two factors weigh 
against it: the inherent complexity 
of the SCSI standard, and the cost. 
Termination, multiple IDs and the 
requirement of configuring an add-in 
card have kept SCSI at a distance 
from the mainstream. This is despite 


Does the introduction of Serial ATA mean that we can finally say goodbye to SCSI? 


the promise of low CPU usage, 5.0ms 
seek times and 10,000rpm is standard 
mechanisms. In comparison, IDE 
options have always performed 
rather unimpressively, but the fact 
that motherboards boast built-in 
controllers, and disks cost less, has 
ensured that IDE has dominated the 
mainstream market. 

Serial ATA is even easier to configure 
than IDE as each slot only supports 
a single disk. With its release, it looks 
like SCSI may lose its footing in the 
mainstream market once and for all. 
The fact that Intel has included Serial 
ATA support in its latest chipsets 
(complete with RAID 0,1 support) 
means that Serial ATA is available 
on the majority of systems at no 
extra cost. While hard disk 
manufacturers have ported across 
their existing Ultra ATA disks to the 
new interface with little extra 
engineering, the emergence of Western 
Digital's Raptor WD36 shows that Serial 
ATA can perform when given 
the mandate. With no need to buy 
an add-in card, no complicated 
configuration and cheaper hardware, 
it looks like SCSI has left the 
mainstream for good. E 


SEAGATE Barracuda 7200.7 SATA 


PRICE £127 (£108 ex VAT) INFO wwwseagate.com 


SUPPLIER Dabs.com 0870 429 3220 


O erial ATA is the great 
hope for the future of 
the AIA standard, but until now 
there has been little reason to 
upgrade to the interface. This 
is especially surprising as 
motherboard manufacturers 
have been adding Serial ATA 
compatibility to their boards for 
some time now, and even Intel 
includes native support for the 
interface with its latest chipsets. 





The good news is that disks that 


work well with the standard, and 
offer an improvement over their 


wide-cabled counterparts are finally 


emerging. The Serial ATA spin of 


Seagate's Barracuda 7200.7 range is 

such a disk. You wouldn't know that 
theres a parallel version of this disk, 
as there are no legacy connectors or 


jumpers present. 

The main factor that 
differentiates this disk from much 
of the competition, though, Is its 


write performance. It's quite simply 


Stunning in this department, and 
completely in a league of its own. 
Not only does it offer the highest 


peak writing throughput of 54MB/s, 







but the average throughput across 
the whole disk is almost 40MB/s — 
most others are struggling to reach 
30MBY/s. Its a shame the read 
performance isnt quite so 
breathtaking, and the seek time 
is middling. 

Seagate has priced this disk very 
competitively. At only £127 
it offers an extremely affordable 
package with excellent value for 
money (79p per gigabyte). If you've 
already got Serial AIA compatibility, 
or want to evaluate the option 
in an affordable way, then this 
wont disappoint. 





Value 009090090090000 
Features LLL A) 





Performance 00 0900090000 
OVERALL 9) 





WESTERN DIGITAL Caviar WD2500 SATA 


PRICE £255 (£217 ex VAT) INFO www.westerndigital.com 


SUPPLIER Dabs.com 0870 429 3220 


D estern Digital is one of 
the few manufacturers 
to have two different disk 
ranges supporting the Serial 
AIA interface. The first is a spin 
of its parallel Caviar disk range, 
ported over to Serial ATA 
compatibility. The WD2500 
boasts all the features of the Ultra 
AIA disk, but through a Serial ATA 
interface. This includes the 8MB data 
buffer, 7200rpm disk mechanism 
and healthy three year warranty. 

As this disk is based on a Ultra 
AIA model, its not surprising that 
Western Digital has elected to leave 
the legacy power connectors in 
place. This makes upgrading to Serial 
AIA that little bit easier. We've yet to 
see a power supply that actually 
ships with Serial AIA power cables 
as Standard. 

Improvement expectations 
are rather sombre, and the slight 
dip in the burst transfer rate 
certainly doesnt instil confidence. 
But in practice the disk actually 
manages to outperform its legacy 
counterpart, which is no mean feat. 
The bugbear that is the Deskstar 






/K250 is still just ahead, but its 
lead is reduced. 

Overall, the Serial AIA spin of 
the Caviar WD2500 makes for an 
interesting option for those looking 
to upgrade disks and interfaces 
to the new standard. The 
performance increase over the 
parallel disk may be small, but it’s 
tangible, and shows that the 
interface does have something to 
offer other than improved airflow. 
Admittedly the extra £35 does seem 
a little steep for such an increase, 
but that's the inevitable cost of 
embracing a new standard early on. 


Value 0000000000 
Features 08000000000 
Performance @@O 0000000 


HITACHI Deskstar 7K250 


PRICE £230 (£195 ex VAT) INFO www.hgst.com 


SUPPLIER Dabs.com 0870 429 3220 


Oo n November 2002, IBM 
agreed the sale of its 
desktop range of hard disks to 
Hitachi Global Storage 
Technologies. IBM has 
continued to manufacturer 
high-end disks for enterprise 
markets, but Hitachi has taken 
over the development of the 
Deskstar name. The /K250 is the 
latest addition to this well-respected 
family, offering capacities from 40 up 
to the 250GB model we have here. 

As this family of disks is 
obviously aimed at the performance 
sector of the desktop market, it 
comes as no shock to find it 
spinning at 7200rpm. Apart from 
the capacity, the only other 
differentiating factor between the 
various spins of the /K250 is the size 
of the data buffer, with the smaller 
disks packing 2MB. In this example, 
you'll find an 8MB buffer. 

Hitachi hasn't done anything too 
revolutionary to the disk, and you'll 
still find IBMs chips populating the 
underside of the unit. This isnt a 
bad thing though, with Hitachi 
obviously adhering to the ‘if it aint 










broke’ philosophy. In fact, apart from 
a change of name, youd be hard 
pushed to spot any difference 
between this and a disk built before 
the hand-over. 

Performance-wise the /K250 is 
near the top of the class for both 
writing and reading performance, 
posting the fastest average write 
speed of the Ultra AIA disks at over 
28MB/s, and the fastest average 
read speed of all the disks at over 
AS8MB/s. The 11.6ms access time is 
certainly nothing to be sniffed at, 
either. It's a little pricey, but the 
performance does speak for itself. 


Value 009000009000900 
Features 00900000000 
Performance @ 0 0 0009009000 
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WESTERN DIGITAL Raptor WD36 


PRICE £106 (£90 ex VAT) INFO www.westerndigital.com 


SUPPLIER Dabs.com 0870 429 3220 


D estern Digitals second take 
on the Serial ATA interface is 
aimed squarely at the performance 
user, and the Raptor WD36 
certainly pulls no punches in this 
department. With a 10,000rpm 
spindle speed backed up by an 
SMB data buffer, this disk has 
been built with the Serial ATA 
interface in mind from the 
beginning. lts more than just 
another parallel disk that has 
been ported across. 

In terms of straight data 
throughput, the Raptor puts in 
a good show, with strong read 
and write speeds. However, it's 
actually the seek time that really 
leaves the competition standing. 
At 8.5ms nothing comes even 
slightly close to the raptor, and 
the extremely low CPU usage of 
0.8 per cent is also of note. 

Of course, with its focus so 
firmly on speed, something has 
to give. In the case of the Raptor 
WD36, this is its capacity. At only 
36GB, this isnt a disk for those 
looking for cheap mass storage. But 
itS perfect as the main operating 






system disk, with data being 
stored on a cheaper (and relatively 
Slow) unit. 

While the cost of the disk 


may seem ludicrously high in terms 
of GB per pound, it makes more 
sense when you consider that 
Western Digital is pitching this disk at 
the enterprise market, where it offers 
excellent value for money against 
the SCSI alternatives. Factor in the 
extended five year warranty, and 
you have a disk designed for 
professionals that will transform 

and enhance any system that you 
Slide it into. 


Value 0000000000 
Features @©00000090000 


Performance @@ 090009009000 


SEAGATE Barracuda 7200.7 


PRICE £48 (£41 ex VAT) INFO wwwseagate.com 
SUPPLIER Dabs.com 0870 429 3220 www.dabs.com 


Q olling in at 40GB, this 
particular version 


of the 7200.7 is the smallest 
PATA hard disk in this group 
test by some way. And while 
such disks do offer an 
affordable upgrade path for 
bean counters, should you 
seriously consider spending this kind 
of money on such a small disk? 

The traditional thinking behind 
value hard disks has been to use 
slow spin rates, and smaller data 
buffers. Seagate has eschewed at 
least half of this thinking with this 
compact offering, electing to employ 
a 7200rpm mechanism rather than 
a 5400rpm system. More than 
anything else, this shows that the 
hard disk industry has all but left the 
slower disks behind. While you can 
still pick up 5400rpm units, 
they really are best avoided. 

Despite only using a 2MB data 
buffer (the only model in this test to 
do so) the disk actually turns in a 
passable performance. Admittedly 
it does appear at the lower end of 
the data transfer tables, but the read 
performance is solid enough, 
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meaning that overall performance 
isn't exactly awful. Where the disk 
does show a weakness, however, 
is with its 14./ms access time — 
hardly inspiring. 

Of course, the real problem 
with this disk is the capacity. Once 
formatted, you're looking at 3/2GB 
of space to throw your data around 
in, which wont hold many copies 
of that swinging cat home video 
you need to edit. The value of the 
disk isnt too tempting either. With 
a price per GB of £1.20 there are 
certainly better ways to spend 
your money, 


0000000000 
08000000000 
Performance © © O O O 0 9 900 
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SEAGATE Barracuda 160GB 


PRICE £112 (£95 ex VAT) INFO wwwseagate.com 
SUPPLIER Dabs.com 0870 429 3220 www.dabs.com 


O s you can guess from 
the name, this disk 
uses the same technology of 
its smaller sibling, albeit with 
two platters instead of one, 
and four heads. Not only does 
such an arrangement boost 
the capacity to a much more 
impressive 160GB, but in 
theory, it should also improve 
performance somewhat. 

In practice, such improvements 
are difficult to detect, with the disk 
returning figures that are only 
nominally quicker than the 40GB 
spin of the disk. In fact, the average 
read performance was ever so 
slightly down, although the write 
performance is IMB/s quicker. We 
expected more from the random 
seek time too. At 14.3ms, there are 
much quicker offerings around. One 
of the reasons for such a small 
increase is the fact that the disk 
uses a 2MB, as opposed to an 8MB 
buffer (which would make more 
sense with such a configuration). An 
8MB spin of this disk is available, 
but it will set you back an extra £7 

Its not all bad news for Seagate 





though, and /Op per gigabyte does 
make this the best disk in terms of 
raw, unadulterated value for money. 
The low initial outlay is also very 
tempting, and if youre upgrading on 
a tight budget, slower performance 
is probably acceptable. 

Seagate makes a fairly big noise 
about the quietness of its disks too, 
and in practice they certainly are 
one of the more inaudible units on 
test. Of course, such quiet operation 
can be easily undone by a poorly 
constructed case, but the design 
does go some way to helping. 


Value 0000000000 
Features @@@0000000 
Performance © @@ 0 0 0909000 


WESTERN DIGITAL Caviar WD2500 


PRICE £222 (£188 ex VAT) INFO www.westerndigital.com 
SUPPLIER Scan 0870 755 4747 www.scan.co.uk 





0 youre tempted by the 
WD1200 as a well- 
rounded solution but basically 
need more capacity, then you 
cant get much bigger than the 
WD2500. With a formatted 
capacity of 232.88GB, this 
certainly isn't a disk for those 
looking for a little extra space 

for some more emails. And while 
this does cost considerably more 
than its smaller sibling, it still 
manages to offer fairly reasonable 


value for money at 88p per gigabyte. 


Of course, the WD2500 isn't 
really pitted against the WD1200. 
Rather, its competing against the 
likes of Hitachi's Deskstar /K250, 
which unfortunately beats it in just 
about every aspect other than 
value for money. With only eight 
pounds separating the two disks, 
this isn't a big enough gulf for us 
to recommend tt. 

Performance-wise the WD2500 
is no slouch, producing figures that 
are respectable at the very least. 
The average read performance of 
476MB/s is near the top of the class, 
and the write performance is also 







fairly solid. The problem is, that the 
Deskstar /K250 records better results 
in both of these areas, and by no 
small margin at that. The access 
time is also a little too long; with 
nearly 2ms separating these disks 
in this pivotal area. 

If it wasnt for the Deskstar 
/K250, this would be an extremely 
tempting option for those looking 
to increase storage space while 
keeping the performance up. As 
it is, Western Digital is left playing 
second fiddle to an old rival, under 
new management. 


Value 0000000000 
Features 0090900090000 
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WESTERN DIGITAL Caviar WD1200 


PRICE £88 (£75 ex VAT) INFO www.westerndigital.com 
SUPPLIER Scan 08/0 755 4747 www.scan.co.uk 


D eighing up the pros 
and cons of capacity 
against cost is one of the 
hardest things you can do 
when evaluating the best 
hard disk for your needs. 

As the capacity increases, 
so does the cost. However, 
theres usually a sweet point 
in the family (generally in the 
middle) that offers good capacity 
and value. This is where the Caviar 
WD1200 comes in. It may not be 
the largest, fastest or cheapest 
disk, but it does offer the best 
compromise of the three. 

Spinning at 7200rpm, this 
particular member of the Caviar 
family boasts an 8MB data buffer 
and a price tag of less than £90. 
This equates to 73p per gigabyte, 
making it second only to the 160GB 
Barracuda in terms of value for 
money. The fact that the Caviar 
WD1200 beats the Barracuda in 
performance comparisons certainly 
gives it the edge. 

That isn't to say that the WD1200 
is the fastest disk here, because it 
isn't. The average read performance 


Hands up, this is RAID! 





of over 46MB/s is just that, average 
in this field. The same is true of the 
write performance. Conversely, the 
burst transfer rate of /AMB/s is 
actually quite low when compared 
to the competition. Despite the 
middling performance across the 
board, this product still manages to 
sell itself as a tempting solution, 
particularly if you don’t have money 
to burn. Throw in the above average 
three year warranty and theres very 
little not to like about this disk, 
particularly if your requirements 
aren't too demanding. 


Value 009000090000 
Features @©000000000 
Performance © O O 0 90 09 99090 


How fast can Serial ATA go? We find out with two Raptors... 


With Intel's 875 and 865 chipsets 
boasting dual-channel Serial ATA 
RAID support, many users are 
inevitably going to be tempted to 
boost the performance (or the 
reliability) of their storage sub- 
system. There are two types of 
RAID array: mirrored and striped. 
The former takes an exact copy of 
your data and reads and writes 
simultaneously, while the latter lays 
strips of data and reads and writes to 
both disks. A mirrored array won't 
improve the performance of your 
system; a striped one will. But what 
sort of performance increase can you 
expect? In order to answer this, we 
tested two Western Digital Raptors 
using a 875P motherboard. 

The Raptor is a perfect candidate 
for such an array on two levels. 
Firstly, the already excellent 
performance makes for a strong 
starting point, while the creation 
of one 72GB volume is also going 
to be a lot more useful. Of course, 
you're not limited to creating a RAID 
array with such a powerful disk, 
but if you want the ultimate in 
mainstream performance you'd 
be foolish to look elsewhere. 
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Installing the two disks and 
configuring the RAID controller is 
a disarmingly simple process, with 
the array built and ready to use in 
less than a minute. The fact that 
there are only two channels certainly 
helps here, but if you want to build 
more complex arrays, you're going 
to need to look for a dedicated 
add-in card, or even a more elaborate 
motherboard. 

Of course, it’s the performance 
that's really of interest, and here 
the Raptor just goes from strength 
to strength. The seek times remain 
excellent at 8.6ms, and the burst 
throughput is also largely unchanged. 
The data throughput, however, 
increases markedly. With an increase 
in the average read performance 
of 13 per cent over a single Raptor 
to 55,336KB/s, the advantage of 
such an array may seem subtle, 
especially at twice the cost. The 
big winner though is the writing 
performance, where we witnessed 
a 44 per cent increase in the average 
write performance to 43,975KB/s. 
Factor in that excellent seek time 
and you have a storage system 
of envy. E 
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Our nine storage solutions go head-to-head 





DETAILS 

















Manufacturer Maxtor Seagate Western Digital Western Digital 

Name DiamondMax Plus 9 Barracuda 7200.7 SATA Caviar WD2500 SATA Raptor WD36 

Website www.maxtor.com Www.seagate.com www.westerndigital.com www.westerndigital.com 
Price (ex VAT) £177 (£151 ex VAT) £127 (£108 ex VAT) £255 (£217 ex VAT) £106 (£90 ex VAT) 
Supplier eBuyer 0870 467 0753 Dabs.com 0870 429 3220 Dabs.com 0870 429 3220 Dabs.com 0870 429 3220 
Capacity 200GB 160GB 250GB 36GB 

Price per GB £0.86 £0.79 £1.02 £2.94 

Rotational Speed 7200rpm 7200rpm 7,200rpm 10,000rpm 

Buffer Size 8MB 8MB 8MB 8MB 

Access Time 14.5ms 12.5ms 13.5ms 8.5ms 

CPU Load 1.60% 1.10% 1.50% 0.80% 

Burst Speed (kb/s) 109,278 86,685 73,984 96,816 

Max Write (kb/s) 42,127 55,844 43,784 49,714 

Min Write (kb/s) 19,417 18,152 17688 19,793 

Average Write 26,577 40,831 28,719 30,590 

Max Read 64,594 61,756 58,656 58,827 

Min Read 28,524 17248 22,797 30,635 

Average Read (kb/s) 46,348 45,441 48,936 48,767 


PC verdict 8 ) 


Read speed (KB/s) 





Deskstar 7K250 





DiamondMax Plus 9 





Barracuda 7200.7 SATA 





Barracuda 160GB 





Barracuda 7200.7 





Caviar WD1200 





Caviar WD2500 





Raptor WD36 








Caviar WD2500 SATA 


60,620 
60,145 
58,827 
58,656 


PC verdict @ 


PC verdict 8 ) 


PC verdict @ 


Write speed (KB/s) 


Barracuda 7200.7 SATA 





Raptor WD36 





Caviar WD2500 





Caviar WD1200 


49,714 
47,235 





Caviar WD2500 SATA 





DiamondMax Plus 9 





Deskstar 7K250 





Barracuda 160GB 








Barracuda 7200.7 


42,127 


30,194 


38,077 


376 28,186 








Min 
These results show the minimum and 
maximum read speeds for each disk. 
Ideally, you want both values to be as high 


as possible — a large range doesn't make 
for a good disk. 


Bigger is better 
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Min 
As with read speeds, you're after the 


highest write speeds you can get. Again, 
a small range near the top end is ideal. 


Bigger is better 


HARD DISKS 


























Hitachi Seagate Seagate Western Digital Western Digital 
Deskstar 7K250 Barracuda 7200.7 Barracuda 160GB Caviar WD1200 Caviar WD2500 
www.hgst.com Www.seagate.com Www.seagate.com www.westerndigital.com www.westerndigital.com 
£230 (£195 ex VAT) £48 (£41 ex VAT) £112 (£95 ex VAT) £88 (£75 ex VAT) £222 (£188 ex VAT) 
Dabs.com 0870 429 3220 Dabs.com 0870 429 3220 Dabs.com 0870 429 3220 Scan 0870 755 4747 Scan 0870 755 4747 
250GB 40GB 160GB 120GB 250GB 
£0.92 £1.20 £0.70 £0.73 £0.88 
7200rpm 7200rpm 7200rpm 7200rpm 7200rpm 
8MB 2MB 8MB 8MB 8MB 
| TEST RESULTS 
11.6ms 14.7ms 14.3ms 13.5ms 13.3ms 
2.40% 1.80% 1.90% 2% 2.30% 
92,774 86,866 86,281 76,372 76,017 
38,077 28,186 29,511 45,372 47,235 
30,194 14,376 10,934 14,575 17879 
29,135 21,760 22,771 27271 28,543 
65,745 61,160 61,163 60,620 60,145 
15,955 21,594 22,026 27172 22,474 
49,361 46,323 46,111 47,676 48,820 


PC verdict @ PC verdict 7 ) PC verdict 8 ) PC verdict @ PC verdict @ 


Burst speed (KB/s) CPU load (%) 


DiamondMax Plus 9 109,278 Deskstar 7K250 








Raptor WD36 96,816 Caviar WD2500 








Deskstar 7K250 92,774 Caviar WD1200 








Barracuda 7200.7 86,866 Barracuda 160GB 








Barracuda 7200.7 SATA 86,685 Barracuda 7200.7 








Barracuda 160GB 86,281 DiamondMax Plus 9 








Caviar WD1200 76,372 Caviar WD2500 SATA 
Caviar WD2500 76,017 Barracuda 7200.7 SATA 
Caviar WD2500 SATA | 73,984 Raptor WD36 























70,000 110,000 0% 


Burst speed isn't quite as important as the Nobody likes an attention-seeker, and this 

read or write speeds. You still want to aim rule also applies to hard disks. Look for 

for as high a figure as possible. a model that demands as little of your 
CPU's power as possible. 


Bigger is better Smaller is better 
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Verdict 








EDITOR'S CHOICE 


Hitachi Deskstar 7K250 


PRICE £230 (£195 ex VAT) 
INFO www.hgst.com 
SUPPLIER Dabs.com 0870 429 3220 


W) ith so many great disks in this test, picking 
a single unit as the overall winner is difficult. 


Some offer better value for money, while others excel 
at moving bits around at breakneck speed. If truth be 


told, you wouldn't be disappointed if you upgraded to 
any of these disks, but Hitachi's Deskstar /K250 will 
keep that smile on your face longer than any other. 
At 250GB it certainly isnt small, and should easily 
handle all your current and future storage concerns. 


BEST VALUE 


Seagate Barracuda 7200.7 SATA 


PRICE £127 (£108 ex VAT) 
INFO www.seagate.com 
SUPPLIER Dabs.com 0870 429 3220 


Q heres an understanding in the industry that if 
you want Serial ATA, then you're going to have 

to be prepared to pay that little bit extra for it. Seagate 
has turned this round with its Barracuda 7200.7 160GB 
Serial ATA disk. Not only does this offer a reasonable 
initial outlay at £127 but at /9p per gigabyte, it undercuts 
most Ultra ATA disks. The fact that youte getting such 

a solid performer for your cash makes it an even 

better option. 


PC verdict @@OOOOGOOO® 


HARD DISKS 


The expectation is that such a large amount of 
Storage would equate to sluggish performance, but 
in fact this is one of the faster offerings, and notably 
consistent across all tests. The initial outlay is a little 
high, but the Deskstar does offer reasonable value 
for money at 92p per gigabyte, and the extra 
performance is certainly worth it. 


PC verdict 00090000000 





BEST PERFORMER 


Western Digital Raptor WD36 


PRICE £106 (£90 ex VAT) 
INFO wwwwesterndigital.com 
SUPPLIER Dabs.com 0870 429 3220 


N) one of the disks in this test could exactly be 
called slow. They all use at least 7200rpm 


mechanisms. The fact that most of them pack 8MB data 


buffers also ensures that throughput is kept to a 
maximum. One disk does stand head and shoulders 
above the competition though, and that's Western 







Need a new hard disk? Why settle for a tiddler 
when a quarter of a terabyte is so affordable? 





It's time to start counting 
in terabytes... 


The computer industry is defined 
by several assumptions that keep 
the technological clock ticking over. 
Moore's law decrees that chip 
manufacturers don't get the chance 
to rest on their performance laurels, 
and the expectation that disk 
Capacities will keep increasing as 
quickly as prices spiral downward 
ensures that the hard disk industry 
never really gets a chance to earn 
an easy buck either. (See our 
feature in issue 209, ‘Breaking the 
law’ for PC Plus’ examination of 
Moore's prophecy). 

With IBM selling up and moving 
on, and the likes of Fujitsu 
concentrating on laptop and 
enterprise sectors, it’s easy to see 
that the lack of real profit is slowly 
whittling away the number of 
manufacturers willing to invest in 
the technologies needed to keep 
the industry moving forward. It’s 
not out of the question to predict 
that come this time next year, the 
hard disk industry could be ina 
similar state to the graphics card 
sector, with only two 
manufacturers left fighting for 
mainstream dominance. 

There was a hope that Serial ATA 
would revitalise the market, but 
with a lack of any tangible benefits 
from the standard, adoption has 
been low. The development of new 
disks specifically for Serial ATA 
(such as the Raptor) should renew 
interest here, although 
manufacturers will be keen to 
avoid treading too closely to the 
lucrative enterprise markets. The 
fact that Seagate's Serial ATA 
offering is priced so competitively 
could also make the standard 
less tempting for those looking 
to make a mark. 

While the long term prognosis 
of the storage market doesn't make 
for happy reading, in the short 
term there are real bargains to be 
had on frankly humongous hard 
disks. With the majority of 
mainstream disks costing a lot 
less than £1 per gigabyte, there's 
little reason not to splash out on 
something truly massive. 


Digitals Raptor WD36. The seek time of 8.5ms is simply 
amazing, and is backed up by solid read and write 
throughput. Ideal if performance is your prime concern. 


PC verdict 00909000090900 
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= Sale hoice is a wonderful thing. It was the celebrated 
7 aah poet Archibald MacLeish that defined freedom 
itself as ‘the right to choose’. We humble folk at 


PC Plus have to agree. Thankfully, the technological 
world that we're all so proud to inhabit grants us a 
seemingly unlimited amount of choice. It’s quite possible 
to spend weeks agonising over whether you should go 
for a beige or a black case, an Intel or AMD processor, 
and a DVD-RW or DVD+RW drive. 

As much as it may sound like a fascist doctrine, 
there’s such a thing as too much choice, however. If 
you're confronted with a plethora of different options, 
all of which appear to perform the same task, life can 
become very confusing, 

The removable storage market is a case in point. 

In the late 90s, manufacturers realised that there was 

a demand for large capacity devices that could easily 
be carried around, and set about building gadgets that 
met this demand. The result was a deluge of different 
form factors that varied wildly in terms of size, weight 
and even technology, but all of which offered the basic 
functionality of portable storage. 


Decisions, decisions 

As any good PC historian knows, an over-abundance of 
products can usually be solved by a little whittling. 
Sometimes the faster, more accessible standards prevail, 
sometimes it seems to be based more on luck, but the 
end result is almost always a more manageable selection. 
For some unfathomable reason, this hasn’t happened with 
portable storage. Instead, the list of available devices has 
continued to grow. Today, you have the usual USB drives 








FEATURE 


storage 
olutions 


-Russell James celebrates the ‘right to choose’ and helps 
~= you make those all important portable storage decisions 





and FireWire drives, some bus-powered, others requiring 
a separate DC adaptor. Then there are the more funky 
devices, such as USB pen drives. As if that’s not enough, 
you also have the multitude of flash memory formats, 
such as Compact Flash and Secure Digital. 

With this embarrassment of riches on display, it 
becomes an almost impossible task to pick a device 
that suits your particular needs. That’s where we come 
in. Over the next four pages, we'll explore the technology 
behind the products, and outline the benefits and 
drawbacks of each group, giving you a detailed map of 
the treacherous landscape that is the external storage 
market. Using typical examples of each family, we'll 
establish value by giving you a price per MB. To ensure 
you get the full picture, we'll also test performance, using 
the reliable old hand, HD Tach. If you want to test any of 
your own products, you can download this utility for free 
at www.tcdlabs.com. 

There’s a famous quote from the esteemed writer, 
Andrew Tannenbaum, that says, “Never underestimate 
the bandwidth of a station wagon full of tapes hurtling 
down the highway.” This illustrates two things. Firstly, in 
the midst of all this technology, you should never forget 
the simple solution. If a cheap, basic device does the job 
perfectly well, why go looking for something that’s more 
complicated? Secondly, the quote demonstrates perfectly 
the importance of portability. If you’re intending to heft 
your data around on a regular basis, a tiny dongle that 
sits neatly in your pocket is ideal. To reflect this, we'll look 
at the usability of our products. 

You shouldn’t take your data outside without first 
consulting this feature. It’s a complicated world out there. 
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Everything you need to know about the granddaddies of external storage, and their ever-expanding capacity 


PUNCH CARDS 


The very first storage medium 
used on PCs was actually 
paper. As strange as it may 
seem now, programs and data 
were recorded using holes 
punched into paper tape or 
punch cards. A reader used a 
beam of light to scan the cards 
or tape and recorded a ‘1’ ora 
‘0’ depending on whether or 
not a hole was detected. While 
better than nothing, these 
cards were still very 
inconvenient to use. You 
basically had to write the 
entire program from scratch on 
paper, and get it working in 
your mind before you started 
trying to put it onto cards, 
because if you made a mistake 
you had to re-punch many of 
the cards. 


s you've no doubt gathered, the external storage 
family is more extended than the Waltons. The 
Granddaddies, though, are still the real 
external hard drives - devices that are true hard disks 
converted for use outside the case. 

Hard disks were first invented in the 1950s. The first 
incarnations were around 20 inches in length, and were 
only capable of storing a few measly megabytes. They 
were orignally called ‘fixed disks’, although many people 
preferred the term ‘Winchesters’ - a title borrowed from a 
popular IBM project. The name ‘hard disks’ only came 
into being when it became necessary to distinguish 
between static devices and floppy disks. 

External drives are essentially IDE devices in a box. 
Unsurprisingly, this also means that they make use of the 
same technology. The system is built around a series of 
round, flat disks called platters. These disks are stacked 
on a central axis, or spindle. They spin at a constant 
speed, which is measured in revolutions per minute 
(RPM), and is often used as the primary measure of a 
drive’s capabilities. Most models operate between 3,600 
and 7,200 RPM. 

The mysterious platters are fairly central to the hard 
drive’s usefulness, as it’s these babies that actually store 
all the saved information. Data is written onto them by a 
number of read heads, which are moved around the drive 
by fast-moving arms - a typical arm can move from the 
centre of a disk to the edge and back up to 50 times per 
second. Electromagnetic signals are fed into the heads, 
where they’re converted into a form that can be written 
onto the platters in concentric circles called tracks. Later 
on, when you want to access the stored data, the same 
heads perform a scan of the tracks, and relay the 
information back. 

But as anyone who’s at all familiar with the subject 
knows, external drives never perform as efficiently as 
their internal brethren. If they use exactly the same 
internal processes, why should this be? This is all to do 
with interfaces. As you'll see from our Lab Test beginning 
on page 104, most insiders rely on parallel or serial ATA 
(or SCSI for powerful business machines) to carry their 
data. These connections are capable of transferring data 
from a massive 100 to 150MB/s respectively (note the 
upper case ‘B’ for Bytes equalling 8 bits). This is a far 
wider bandwidth than any current hard drive can 
currently fill, so provides a huge amount of room for 
manoeuvre. Even USB 2.0 and FireWire 800, the latest 
and greatest incarnations of the external interfaces of 
choice, are restricted to a comparatively measly 
maximum throughput of 480 and 800Mb/s (small ‘b’ for 
bits). That equates to 60 and 100MB/s. They therefore 
have about as much chance of keeping pace with their 
rivals as most British athletes do. 

It’s not all bad, though. The outsiders still offer far 
more in the way of flexibility and portability, and they’re 
ever expanding in capacity. Take the latest Western 
Digital offering, for instance. The top-of-the-range model 
houses an astounding 250GB of storage space, and its 
platters spin at a furious 7,200 RPM. And it still has room 
for some fancy blue and red lights. 





Comparing connections 
The WD External Drive also provides an excellent 
platform on which to compare USB 2.0 (or Hi-Speed 
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These days, you tan take your data wherever you go. 


USB, as were now supposed to call it) and FireWire, 
offering as it does both types of connection. In recent 
years, the debate over which of these standards is most 
adept has become particularly heated. A year ago, there 
was no doubt FireWire was on top. When you're looking 
at data rates of 400Mb/s for FireWire as opposed to 
{2Mb/s for USB 1.1, there really is no comparison. This 
year, though, the introduction of the new USB format, 
operating at 40 times the speed of its predecessor, has 
really upped the ante. We’ve seen a response, in the form 
of FireWire 800, but as yet this hasn’t been fully adopted 
into systems. It’s therefore much more useful to compare 
USB 2.0 with the old school FireWire 400 standard. 
When testing a hard drive’s performance, you can 
end up with more facts and figures than you know what 
to do with. In truth, though, there are two that are really 
important. The first of these is the random access time. 
This is the time it takes a drive’s read head to access a 
randomly selected piece of data, relay it back, and return 
to it’s starting position. In other words, it’s a combination 
of latency (the process of getting to the right place on the 
device and preparing to access it) and data transfer time. 
It’s usually measured in milliseconds (ms). The other 
main defining factor is the read speed. Fairly obviously, 
this is the rate at which the heads can read data from the 
platters, and is recorded in kilobytes per second (KB/s). 
The results of our FireWire/USB 2.0 comparison are 
extremely interesting. There’s little to choose between the 
respective random access times, with both slightly over 
14ms. In terms of average read speed, though, the 
FireWire connection leads to a huge improvement - 
34,043KB/s as opposed to 24,247 using USB 2.0. 


“These mysterious platters are fairly 
central to the usefulness of the hard 
drive. It’s these babies that actually 
Store all the saved information.” 


WESTERN DIGITAL EXTERNAL HARD DRIVE 
FIREWIRE/USB 2.0 COMBO 


DETAILS 


Supplier - Western Digital, www.wdc.com 

Price - £399 (£340 ex VAT) 

Capacity - 250GB 

Price per MB - £0.02 inc VAT 

Random Access Time - 14.3ms USB 2.0, 14.1ms FireWire 
Read Speed - 24,247KB/s USB 2.0, 34,044KB/s FireWire 
CPU Utilisation - 29% USB 2.0, 1.4% FireWire 














Transfer rates 

When you consider that Hi-Speed USBs are rated at 
a nominally faster transfer rate than standard FireWire 
(480Mb/s compared to 400Mb/s), these figures are 
somewhat surprising. The difference between the 
amount of computer resources used by each interface 
is astounding. Operating via FireWire, the WD drive 
requires just 1.5 per cent of the CPU’s attention. A 
quick switch of the wires, though, and this is upped 
to a comparatively ludicrous 29 per cent. If your 
processor is working so hard just to run a port, it 
follows that the rest of your machine is going to 

suffer the consequences, including the drive running 
from that port. 

Right, so that’s simple then. You just find a drive 
with plenty of revolutions per minute, and opt for a 
FireWire connection. Well yes, if speed’s your only 
concern. The fact is, though, that USB ports are still far 
more prevalent in computers than IEEE 1394. If you 
enjoy the wonderful freedom of being able to take your 
drive anywhere, and plug it into just about any computer 
you find, you're better off riding on the aptly-named 
Universal Serial Bus. 

The Western Digital model highlights a couple 
of other points that you should take into consideration 
when shopping for an external drive. For one thing, 
it's extremely bulky and heavy - you wouldn’t want 
to lug this beast around on a regular basis. And, as 
if to emphasise this fact, it also relies on a separate 
power source, complete with AC adaptor. It can really 
affect your mobility if you have to locate a plug socket 
every time you want to access your data. Finally, WD’s 
offering is one of the most expensive exponents of 
storage we've ever laid eyes on; £399 for a plastic box 
is a little steep. 

If portability is your bag, you might want to take a 
look at the Pocket Drive from LaCie. Admittedly it looks 
a little like a Fisher Price replica hard drive, but in terms 
of functionality it’s top notch. In a wonderful feat of 
modern engineering, LaCie has managed to cram 80GB 
of storage into a box measuring just 27x87x143 mm, and 
its only charging £128 for it. Weighing in at just 355g, 


MOBILE STORAGE 


its plenty light enough to cart around with you. It’s also 
completely bus-powered, meaning that it takes power 
from the PC down the data port. There’s therefore no 
need for a separate supply. What’s more, this device is 
designed to withstand anything you can throw at it 
(within reason), with shock-absorbent rubber padding 
wrapped all around the exterior. 


LaCie triumphs 

Catering for all tastes, LaCie has developed separate 
models of the Pocket Drive using FireWire and USB 
connections. Seeing as we're trumpeting it as a flexible, 
take-anywhere option, though, we thought it best to 
test the USB 2.0 version. The results are fairly 
impressive. Unsurprisingly, given the connection 

we're using, the demand on the CPU is still notably 
high. Interestingly, though, at 26.6 per cent, it’s actually 
a couple of points lower than with the Western Digital 
Drive. Considering that the LaCie’s drawing both power 
as well as data from the computer, this achievement is 
worthy of commendation. 

In terms of raw speed, the diminutive LaCie drive 
is unsurprisingly some way behind its WD cousin. A 
random access time of 19ms, plus an average read 
speed of 21,857KB/s, demonstrate a performance level 
that’s adequate rather than outstanding. 

The Pocket Drive is typical of a vast array of similar 
products, many from LaCie, that have been rushing 
onto our shelves over the past few months. 
Manufacturers are cottoning onto the fact that a large 
body of PC users are more interested in portability and 
usability than performance figures. And of course, if 
you do want the fastest and flashiest, you can always 
turn to something like Western Digital’s behemoth. On 
the other hand, if you’re getting into this whole mobility 
thing, and fancy something that little bit smaller, just 
turn the page... 


LACIE POCKET DRIVE 80GB 


DETAILS 


Supplier - Dabs.com 

Price - £128 (£109 ex VAT) 
Capacity - 80GB 

Price per MB - £0.02 inc VAT 
Random Access Time - 19ms 
Read Speed - 21,857KB/s 
CPU Utilisation - 27% 

















The next stage after paper was 
magnetic tape. Using a system 
very similar to that associated 
with audio tapes, these 
magnetic tapes were much 
more flexible, durable and 
faster than paper tape or 
punch cards. They were also 
much more sparing in terms of 
time and effort, and mistakes 
weren't quite so costly. Of 
course, tape is still used today 
on modern computers, but as a 
form of offline, or secondary 
storage. Their primary 
disadvantage is that it must be 
read linearly. These means 
that it can take minutes to 
move from one end of the tape 
to the other, rendering random 
access impossible. 
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Flash memory 


Do all the best things come in small packages? Flash chips put forward a convincing argument 


SEITEC USB BAR 


DETAILS 
Supplier - USB-Flashdrive.co.uk 
Price - £223 (£190 ex VAT) 
Capacity - 1GB 
Price per MB - £0.22 inc VAT 
Random Access Time - 0.8ms 
Read Speed - 7530KB/s 
CPU Utilisation - 9% 














o we've established that you can find hard 
drives that are pretty darn tiny these days. If 
you live your life by the mantra, ‘the best things 
come in small packages, though, there’s nothing better 
than a USB pen drive. Sometimes no bigger than your 
thumb, these devices are perfect for carrying relatively 
small amounts of data around in your pocket. Thanks to 
the wonders of automatic driver loading capabilities, they 
can be plugged into any PC running Windows 2000 or 
later, and data can be instantly transferred back and 
forth. There’s no need to install any software whatsoever. 

Although they act like hard drives, USB sticks are 
actually a type of flash memory device. Flash chips 
can store large amounts of data on a small space, and 
provide high-speed random access for both reading and 
writing. They are therefore extremely similar to RAM. 
The difference, though, is that Flash memory retains 
data when power to the device is cut, making it ideal 
for portable storage uses. 

USB pen drives’ capacities are shooting up all the 
time. The top-of-the-range models now hold up to 1GB 
of information within a case that’s about 4cm long. 
Predictably, they don’t transfer data quite as quickly as 
the more technologically-demanding ‘real’ hard drives. 
They’re still plenty quick enough for most people’s needs, 
though. Our tests on a 1GB Seitec model, priced at £223, 
reveal a read speed of 7,530KB/s, and a random access 
time of just 0.8ms. Admittedly this second figure isn’t 
really comparable to the values obtained from the larger 
devices, as the capacity is so much lower. It’s still pretty 
impressive, though. 

Assuming you're into gadgets, the particularly exciting 
thing about pen drives is that they can be combined with 
so many other pocket-sized items. We’ve seen dongles 
combined with keyrings, watches, optical mice and 
stationery, with new innovations appearing every month. 





Compact Flash 
Manufacturers of USB pen drives probably think they’re 





quite clever for finding such an ingenious use of flash 
memory chips. They’re not the only ones that have pulled 
off such a feat, though. If you’ve used a digital camera 
recently, you’ve no doubt come across some form of 
memory card. These are flat media that are extremely 
handy for devices that rely on being small and light. 

The problem with the memory card market is that it’s 
even more crowded than the rest of the storage industry. 
The most popular format is Compact Flash (CF). CF 
cards are currently available at up to 1GB, with 4GB and 
beyond soon to be released. This is far more bytes than 
you can get from most rivals. The smaller SmartMedia, 
Memory Stick, Secure Digital and MultiMediaCard 
formats all max out at around 512MB, but again, higher 
capacities are only a stone’s throw away. The only real 
competitor in the race to larger capacities is Fuji’s new 
thumbnail-sized xD - we're told that we could soon see 
its upper limits extended as far as an unbelievable 8GB. 

As we've established, these cards were originally 
developed for use in digital cameras. As convergence 
takes over the world, though, we're seeing more and more 
devices with the potential to read them. This is good news 
for all, as it means that it’s far easier to transfer 
photographs and other data across different platforms. 
For example, all modern PDAs now utilise card slots as a 
means for gaining extra functionality, memory or data. 

When it comes to performance, there’s little to choose 
between the different formats. They’re all just dressed-up 
flash memory chips, after all. Taking data off any of them 
requires some kind of reader, so access times and read 
speeds depend hugely on the performance of this 
secondary device. Our tests on a 128MB Lexar CF card 
(£40) and a 512MB Secure Digital card from PNY (£300) 
both revealed random access times of 6ms and read 
speeds just over 800KB/s, at a CPU usage of 5 per cent. 
In terms of figures, it’s fairly clear that it doesn’t matter 
hugely which of these formats you choose. If you want 
huge capacities, and the very best value per MB, though, 
CF or xD is the way to go. 


LEXAR 128MB CF CARD 


DETAILS 


DETAILS 


Supplier - John Lewis, www.johnlewis.com 








BIOS SOFTWARE 


Quite apart from external 

uses of the technology, flash 
memory has one role that's 
absolutely central to the 
internal running of your PC. 
It’s used to store your BIOS 
software. The BIOS has a 
number of different roles, 

but its most important role 

is to assist in loading your 
operating system. When you 
turn on your computer and the 
microprocessor tries to execute 
its first instruction, it has to 
get that instruction from 
somewhere. It cannot get it 
from the operating system 
because the operating system 
is located on a hard disk, and 
the microprocessor cannot get 
to it without some instructions 
that tell it how. The BIOS 
provides those instructions. 


PNY 512MB SD CARD 


Supplier - PNY, www.pny.com 





Price - £40 (£34 ex VAT) 





Price - £300 (£255 ex VAT) 





Capacity - 128MB 





Capacity - 512MB 





Price per MB - £0.20 inc VAT 
Random Access Time - 6ms 
Read Speed - 862KB/s 

CPU Utilisation - 5% 


Price per MB - £0.59 inc VAT 
Random Access Time - 6ms 
Read Speed - 810KB/s 

CPU Utilisation - 5% 
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The future 


Frightening possibilties are in store. Capacities are increasing at such an incredible rate, they're impossible to ignore 


FUTURE DEVELOPMENT 


As well as the futuristic 
proposals put forward by Intel, 
many other types of robust 
mobile data storage devices 
are in development in R&D 
laboratories throughout the 
world. These include new 
optical storage technologies, 
such as holographic data 
storage, or probe-based 
technologies that use a gang 
of several tiny probes to record 
information by either melting a 
pit into a plastic layer or by 
magnetically recording 
information on a suitable 
surface. There are also a 
number of new memory 
products in development that 
could rival Flash. Magnetic 
random-access memory 
(MRAM) is being pursued by 
several companies, including 
IBM, Cypress, and Motorola. 
This technique stores 
information in a magnetic 
tunnel junction at the interface 
of write and read wires ona 
chip surface. 


ere on PC Plus, we talk about the speed at 
which technologies develop so often that 
sometimes wesound like scratched records. 
With solid-state storage, though, the incredible rate at 
which capabilities have increased is impossible to ignore. 
For more than a decade now, capacities have been 
doubling every year. This means that today’s devices can 
now hold 1,000 times more information than their 
equivalents from 10 years ago. 

If this trend continues, the possibilities are frightening. 
A group at Intel is currently exploring the idea of storing 
all of your life experiences on one product, literally 
creating a perfect virtual memory. It sounds like fantasy, 
but the calculations that form the basis of this work show 
that it’s not quite as far-fetched as you may think. Take 
audio, for example. A reasonable level of quality requires 
streaming at around 16Kb/s. If you take a lifetime to be 
80 years, this means that you need three terabytes (TB) 
of storage space to record every single thing that you ever 
hear. According to the ‘doubling every year’ rule, we'll 
have devices capable of this capacity by 2012 - that’s 
just nine years away! 

Think about it. If you saved everything that went 
into your ears, you'd be able to instantly search for any 
moment from your life at the touch of a button. Forgotten 
what your mother sang to you when you were two years 
old? Just use the ‘Find’ utility. Particularly proud of that 
speech you gave at 24? Install a shortcut on your desktop 
and you can listen to it over and over again. The 
implications are truly astounding. 

But wait! It doesn’t stop there. If we can do it with 
audio, why not video? If you stream at 512Kb/s, 80 
years’ footage requires a rather scary 97TB. Amazingly, 
the doubling trend will take us to these dizzy heights by 
2017. Imagine if you could watch your whole life all over 
again. The mind boggles. 





Personal servers 

Not all of Intel’s storage research and development 

is quite so theoretical, though. The American giant is 
also looking at special storage devices as a solution to 
the eternal mobile computing dilemma of size versus 
capability. The idea is that you could carry everything 
that makes your PC a personal device, such as data, 
applications and settings, within a product known as 
a ‘Personal Server’. Essentially, this is a trumped up 
external hard drive, with a web server saved thereon. 
It would have no display or input device of any kind, 
enabling it to be far smaller than a laptop or even a 
modern PDA. 

So, with no way to gain access to your data built into 
the Personal Server, how exactly would it replace today’s 
portable PCs? According to Intel, you’d use screens and 
input devices that you found on the street. No, really. 
Intel is working with the idea that anybody could access 
terminals and screens in public spaces around the world. 
The theory states that these ‘access points’ would 
wirelessly take your personal information from the server, 


“It sounds like fantasy, but the idea of 
Storing all of your life experiences on 
one product, creating a perfect virtual 


memory isn't as far fetched as you think.” 


PCPlus 210 | Christmas 2003 





Paul Gelsinger, 
Intel’s Senior Vice 
President, 
discusses his view 
of the future of 
portable storage. 





and relay it in exactly the style you would normally see 
on your home computer, right down to your favourite 
styles and backgrounds. In a nutshell, any PC becomes 
your PC. 

Some of Intel’s ideas for venues that could serve 


as access points are a little difficult to envisage. 

A suggestion that screens in shop fronts could form 
part of this network, for example, would be incredibly 
difficult to implement. We can’t see too many people 
hanging around outside Dixons waiting for their turn, 
just so they could look over a presentation one more 
time. Other ideas, though, such as airport information 
screens and public phone boxes, appear to be much 
more feasible. Both of these examples are already 
designed to serve as gateways to information; why 
not extend this to work on a highly personal level? 


It lives 

Perhaps the most impressive thing about Intel’s work 
is that it already has a prototype of a Personal Server 
up and running. The device boasts a large-capacity 
hard drive and a PDA-style Xscale processor (naturally), 
and uses Bluetooth technology to send data to other 
appliances. In a demonstration at the recent Intel 
Developer Forum (September 2003), we were shown 
how a PC equipped with the necessary software 
could automatically recognise that a Server was in 
range, and could then bring it up like any other 
network connection. A quick double click on the 
relevant icon, and a personal web page was brought 
up that transformed the desktop into the one saved 
on the Server. From that home page, we could navigate 
through applications and documents exactly like 

we would on any PC, except that they were saved 
not on the computer, but on the Personal Server. 
Admittedly transfer speeds weren’t as quick as you’d 
ideally want, but new technology will soon solve that 
problem. It truly was like looking in to the future 

of external storage. PCP 
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PC fairs, auctions and second-hand outlets are allegedly a hot-bed 
for bargains. Gordon Laing goes into the field to seek the truth 


but also for the satisfaction of finding the best deal. 

But while the best prices on PCs and components 
are traditionally found at fiercely competitive direct and 
online dealers, thousands of buyers have discovered far 
better, more unusual sources for technology bargains. 
Some head for college halls and leisure centres for 
regular PC fairs. Others bid for equipment from bankrupt 
companies at local auctions or their online counterparts. 
Certain buyers pore over second-hand adverts in papers 
or visit stores which specialise in end-of-line stock. And 
some go much further afield and do their technology 
shopping while abroad. 

Wherever these people shop, they’re certain there’s 
nowhere cheaper. But are they really on to something? 
We decided to find out by visiting local computer fairs, 
end-of-line shops and auctions, and hopping on a plane 
to check out bargains abroad. We compared the best 
prices at each, spoke to the organisers and regular 
customers, then asked consumer-rights experts to explain 
where you stand. Is it time you changed the way you shop 


E veryone loves a bargain, not just to save money, 
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for computer equipment? We'll put you in the know and 
ensure you never pay over the odds again. 


Computer fairs 
Every weekend, thousands of enthusiasts gather in 
various college halls, sports and leisure centres 
throughout the UK in search of the ultimate PC bargains. 
These computer fairs resemble any other market, except 
the stands are packed with a vast range of technology. 
With wide ranges and potentially low prices, they’ve 
become favourites with PC bargain hunters nationwide. 
Most stands at computer fairs tend to sell small boxed 
items such as graphics cards and motherboards. Others 
exclusively specialise in blank media, ink cartridges, 
cables, fans or heatsinks. Some sell monitors, notebooks 
or even complete PC systems. Most hardware is brand 
new, but some PC systems may be reconditioned, ex- 
demo or second-hand. Some vendors are VAT registered, 
often with existing mail-order businesses, and usually 
accept credit cards and offer receipts. Others operate with 
cash only, and may not provide receipts. 


So who visits computer fairs and is there really money 
to be saved? We checked out the British Computer Fair 
(BCF) at UCL Windeyer building, just off London’s 
Tottenham Court Road. This university hall had over 70 
stands, the majority of which were run by regular vendors 
whose details are on the BCF website, www. 
britishcomputerfairs.com. 

Knowing who you're buying from is undeniably 
reassuring, especially if things go wrong. PC fair veteran, 
Chris, advised that “after a few visits you recognise the 
regular traders and spot the fly-by-nights who may not be 
here next week.” Chris was there to buy blank media, as 
was Susan, who believed that the £9 she paid for a spool 
of 50 blank CDs was cheaper than anywhere in town. 

It was, but only by a pound or so. 

Obscure cables and adaptors were also very popular. 
Matthias, a Swiss businessman, explained he always 
visited computer fairs when in London, but only went for 
smaller unusual goods such as cables and mobile phone 
spare parts. All the visitors we spoke to were regulars, who 
enjoyed browsing and believed computer fair prices were 
cheaper than elsewhere. 

Hunting around, though, we found most new cards 
and drives were within a few pounds of each other and 
comparable to prices of online resellers. The best we 
could get on a 128MB GeForce 4 MX440 graphics card, 
for example, was an unremarkable £40. More tempting 
were new, ex-demo or refurbished notebooks and 
displays from regular vendor McGill & Co. Its best-seller 
was an ex-demo Dell notebook with a 366MHz 
Pentium II processor, 64MB RAM, 4GB disk and 13in 
screen for £299 plus VAT with a six-month warranty. That 
said, these and other prices were roughly similar to end- 
of-line shops. While virtually all the vendors we spoke to 
offered receipts, one was selling old PC systems ‘as-seen’ 
for cash only - so, £65 got you a second-hand PII-350 
with 64MB RAM, 4.3GB hard disk and Windows 98, 
but no monitor or questions asked. This may sound 
cheap, but similar specs were going for less than this 
at the auction we visited. 

We didn’t discover any truly amazing bargains at the 
fair, but consistently found goods which roughly matched 
or slightly beat the prices of the cheapest retailers. Where 
the fairs come into their own are for the wealth of obscure 
items you'll rarely find anywhere else. PC enthusiasts will 
simply enjoy the chance to browse and compare notes. 


Buying overseas 
When you're abroad, it seems that everything’s cheaper 
than the UK. Coupled with duty free shopping on the 
way there and back, a trip abroad promises many 
bargain opportunities. Even from home, you can order 
goods from foreign websites, thereby exploiting favourable 
exchange rates. That’s the theory anyway. In recent years, 
the ability to buy online from anywhere in the world has 
resulted in a great levelling of prices. A trip to both 
foreign websites and high streets often reveals prices 
which resemble those back home. Duty free technology 
prices are also commonly beaten by UK online retailers. 
That said, there are still bargains to be had abroad if 
you know where to look. Sadly, foreign mail order 
companies are rarely a good choice. Any potential 
savings are wiped out by international shipping and VAT, 
duty and handling charges once they arrive in the UK. 
The best deals involve personally heading to bargain 
shopping districts when abroad and carrying goods back 
yourself. In terms of tax, each UK citizen is entitled to 
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Gordon is a freelance 
technology journalist, and 
former editor. He gets a 
strong sense of satisfaction 
from rooting out a bargain 


There are moderate bargains to be had at computer fairs, but 
half the fun is in the browsing. For information on fairs near 
you, check out www.computerfairs.co.uk. 


around £150 worth of technology tax-free. You can’t pool 
this allowance, and any item worth over £150 is officially 
taxed on its entirety, at a rate of around 25 per cent (VAT 
and duty). You should also think about local voltages, TV 
standards, foreign language issues and guarantees. Many 
large foreign department stores have export sections with 
240V/PAL video stock, English manuals and 
international warranties, but normally the prices are 
much higher than local goods. Consequently, for the real 
bargains, you have to accept foreign manuals, electrical 
and video standards, along with dealing with someone 
who may not speak great English. Finally keep your eye 
on day-to-day exchange rates (www.xe.com) and ask if 
the shop charges local tax. 

On advice, we checked out Mong Kok and Sham 
Shui Po, Hong Kong’s technology shopping districts. 

The best bargains were cameras and camcorders, 

which worked out at least one third cheaper than the UK. 
PC goods weren’t as competitive, but cards and drives 
worked out at between 10 and 25 per cent cheaper. 

The upside is that the goods are brand new, but 
unless you're a regular traveller, the local guarantee is 
useless. That said, shopping in East Asia turned up some 
of the cheapest 
technology we've 
found, but 
remember to factor 
in the tax and duty 
back home. 


“Fans of online auctions regaled us with 
tales of obscure or rare gems they'd 
procured, but none of them mentioned 


Auction any modern IT goods of any note.” 


Most auctioned PCs originate from bankrupt businesses, 
but, you can also find unclaimed items retrieved by the 
police or from lost property offices - this makes auctions 
an ideal source of potential technology bargains. 
Buying at auctions is very simple once you 
understand their standard practices. All potential 
bidders should attend the viewing which precedes 
every auction. As most goods are second-hand and 
sold as-seen and without guarantees, it’s important 
to carefully check the items you're considering. Even 
more crucially, set yourself a maximum spending 
limit, and once at the auction, don’t get carried away. 
Also consider that most auctions charge VAT at 17.5 
per cent and an additional buyers premium of 
between 10 and 15 per cent, which means you end up 
paying around 30 per cent on top of your bid price. 
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BACK OF THE NET 


Checking the best prices online 
should be the first step in any 
bargain hunt. These are 
traditionally the cheapest 
places to find computer 
equipment, so they're the 
prices you need to beat at an 
auction, second-hand store or 
computer fair. 

With so many discount 
website suppliers around, 
where do you start? 
Fortunately, a number of other 
websites can actually search 
various shops and online 
suppliers for the item you're 
after and list them in order of 
price. Many also indicate the 
postage rate and therefore 
what the entire cost will come 
to. There are plenty of these 
comparison websites around, 
but some of the bigger names 
to consider are Dealtime 
(www.dealtime.co.uk), The 
Price Guide UK (www. 
priceguideuk.com), BizRate 
(http://shop bizrate.co.uk) 
and finally, the incomparable 
Kelkoo at www.kelkoo.co.uk. 

Technology prices fall faster 
than anything else, so always 
check these sites for the best 
prices before even considering 
buying second-hand or at an 
auction. Sellers may not be 
consciously unscrupulous, but 
could be charging more than 
items now cost new. 
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“We may not have discovered any truly amazing bargains at 
the fair, but consistently found goods which roughly matched 
or slightly beat the prices of the cheapest retailers.” 


We visited General Auctions in Wandsworth Town, 
London, who are auctioneers to HM Customs & Excise 
and The Inland Revenue, along with various county 
courts and independent bailiffs. They hold an auction 
every other Monday with viewings the Saturday before, 
and listings posted on their excellent website, 
www.generalauctions.co.uk. 

General Auctions kicks off at 11am and break at 2pm 
for cars, with computer equipment normally starting 
around 2.30pm. It costs £2 to register to bid with a £50 
deposit. When we visited, people constantly came and 
went, with an average of 50 people attending at any time. 

The first potential IT bargain was an HP LaserJet 
4500 colour laser printer which went for £290 plus tax. 
Even with tax, and a new fuser and toner, that’s roughly 


“Most auctioned PCs originate from 


bankrupt businesses, but you can also 
find unclaimed items retrieved by the 
police or from lost property offices.” 


half its original price. The real action started with the 
notebooks though. Particularly popular were the ten IBM 
600E ThinkPads with 366MHz Pentium IIs, 128MB RAM, 
6GB hard disk, a 13.3in screen and DVD drive, which 
went for £270 plus tax each. Not bad, but we found them 
cheaper in Loot, while ex-demo or refurbs weren’t much 
more and came with a warranty. 

Later, as the notebook specs reduced, we witnessed a 
fevered battle with several keen bidders. Clearly 
persistence pays off because the winner walked away 
with a Toshiba Tecra 530CDT Pentium MMX notebook 
for only £30 plus tax. Many PCs came up next, including 
five 1GHz Celeron systems with 128MB RAM and 20GB 


“Sold to the man in the know!” 


How do you track down your nearest PC sale? 


Auctions regularly take place all over the country. Like computer fairs, you should 
find at least one a month, and many are advertised in local shops or papers. 

A good online resource for auctions is the UK Bankruptcy and Insolvency website 
at www.insolvency.co.uk. Here you'll find information on local auctions, along with 


advice for buyers. 


While there's a handful of auctions dedicated solely to computer equipment, the vast 
majority sell a huge range of different items. Consequently, unless you're interested in 
paintings, furniture, bikes or cars, you should phone ahead and ask approximately what 
time the computer equipment bidding will start. m 
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Long way from home 


Where should you go to buy abroad? 


Europe is not a great place for cheap technology, and 
once tax and duty's taken into account, even the USA 
isn't the bargain haven it used to be. East Asia is the 
place to go. During a recent tour of Hong Kong and 
Japan, we met Martin, a Brit on business, making the 
most of the local shopping. 

“Japan’s great for the latest technology, and for 
computers, you've got to visit Akihabara in Tokyo — 
it's just like Blade Runner!” Martin warned us that 
the downside of Japan was the lack of English 
spoken in the shops as well as the 120V/NTSC 
standards. Most notebook, PDA and digital camera 
power supplies work on all voltages, however. “Hong 
Kong's the best because most of the dealers are able 
to speak English, sell 240V/PAL equipment and are 
willing to haggle.” E 


hard disks for £200 plus tax each. None came with 
monitors unless specifically stated. The highest spec PCs 
were a trio of 2.4GHz Pentium 4 systems with 512MB 
RAM and 40GB hard disks. These went for £350 plus tax 
each. While this sounds initially respectable, the final 
price of £455 without monitor or warranty isn’t far below 
what you can buy new. As time went on, many items 
became increasingly bizarre, including a 17in TFT 
monitor, described as dead, but going for £20 all the 
same. Clearly the buyer was simply enjoying the bidding 
process. This seemed to be the general feeling amongst 
everyone we spoke to, describing the process as good fun 
and something they’d certainly do again. 

That said, once you take taxes and lack of warranties 
into account, not to mention the absence of extras not 
specifically mentioned, we believe there are better places 
to buy PCs and notebooks. The exceptions are when 
budgets are extremely tight, as there are few places you 
find notebooks for £50, even if they’re ancient models. 
Remember the battery may not be in good condition, 
though, and replacements are expensive. 

Where auctions really come into their own are on less 
popular items which few people know the true value of. 
They’re also a fun day out, especially when you witness 
bids for really obscure items such as the portable weld- 
analysing X-ray machine, which went for a bargain £100. 


Online auctions 
Online auctions are a recent phenomenon, attracting a 
vast number of buyers and sellers, looking for either the 
best prices or the most obscure items on the planet. We're 
most interested in computer bargains, so checked out the 
two giants, QXL (www.gqxl.com) and the legendary 
eBay (www.ebay.co.uk). The appeal of online auctions 
is two-fold: first, it’s a doddle to search for items you’re 
interested in, and secondly, it’s both easy to place bids 
and track where you stand. 

Searching for computer goods at both sites revealed 
a trend for small companies to auction goods or entire 
systems online; indeed they often dominate many 
technology categories. We bid for a 64MB GeForce 4 
MX440 graphics card, but dropped out five minutes 
before the end as the price including postage soared 
above buying it new online. Observing several notebook 
auctions, we saw many increase beyond their new price 
elsewhere. The answer could be to try lesser-known sites 
such as www.business-auctions.com or 
www.morgan-auction.co.uk, but nothing really 
stood out when we visited. 





Eastern Asia may offer cheaper hardware, but the lack of 
English spoken in most shops and the 120V/NTSC standards in 
some countries may pose a bit of a problem. 


Fans of online auctions regaled us with tales of 
countless obscure or rare gems they'd managed to 
procure, but none of them mentioned any modern IT 
goods of any note. As hard as we tried, we couldn't find 
any true bargains worth bidding for, but you may have 
more luck. If nothing else, online auctions are simply 
good fun. 


Second hand, ex-demo and refurbished 

The second-hand market has long been a source 

of bargain goods, and today there’s plenty of used 
technology for sale. The broadest selection of second- 
hand computer goods can be found in the pages of 
the established daily paper, Loot (www.loot.co.uk), 
although it’s also worth checking out other sources 
such as Free Ads: www.freeads.co.uk. 

As Jon Bray, editor of Loot explains, “The reason 
people should buy IT goods through second-hand 
channels such as Loot is the cost. There are so many 
people upgrading their PCs as a matter of habit, 
that there’s all sorts of almost-new IT kit you can always 
pick up for considerably less than high street prices.” 

We scoured Loot for computer bargains, but found 
many sellers weren’t that competitive. GeForce 4 
MX440 graphics cards were sold for between £45 
and £65, which is considerably more than the £40 
at computer fairs or online retailers. We did find 
good prices on notebooks, however, including a ‘new’ 
IBM T30 with 2GHz Pentium 4, 256MB RAM, 40GB hard 
disk, DVD drive and three-year warranty for £850 - 
that’s about half price. 


Rip-off Britain 
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Fairground attraction 


Where to go to find a computer fair 





Most towns and cities in the UK host at least one computer fair a month, and larger ones 
are a fortnightly or weekly event. They tend to take place on a Saturday or Sunday, and 
are usually found in school and college halls, or sports and leisure centres. Entry prices 


vary, but generally cost £2 to £4. 


Computer fairs are often advertised in local papers or by fly-posting near the venue, but 
for more comprehensive details, head to the following websites. If you're in London or the 
South East, check out www.britishcomputerfairs.com. Fairs in the Midlands can be found 
at www.afm96.co.uk and www.the showguide.co.uk, while those in the North should 
visit www.nitex.co.uk. For good advice and information on computer fairs across the 


country, head to www.computerfairs.co.uk. © 


You don’t have to scan the paper ads and deal 
with strangers, though. Many shops now specialise in 
second-hand, ex-demo, end-of-line or refurbished stock, 
and also accept credit cards, offer receipts and some 
guarantees, too. Morgan Computers is one of the most 
famous for refurbished and end-of-line stock, with 
branches in central London, Greenford, Birmingham 
and Manchester, along with a website at www. 
morgancomputers.co.uk. Computer Exchange also 
specialises in second-hand and can be found online 
at www.cex.co.uk. 

One of Morgan’s best deals when we visited was a 
factory-sealed Toshiba Satellite Pro 1.6GHz Pentium 4 
notebook with 256MB RAM, 20GB hard disk, 14.1in 
screen and DVD drive for £630 plus VAT with one-year 
warranty - that’s £100 plus VAT cheaper than buying 
online and is effectively new. 

Computer Exchange wasn’t so competitive, with a 
second-hand Toshiba Satellite Pro 2100 2GHz Pentium 4 
notebook going for £995, which was only £60 cheaper 
than buying it new from dabs.com. That said, some items 
were cheaper, such as Windows XP Professional for £180, 
which is a saving of £70. With software, though, you 
should also ensure the licence is yours. 

Shyamtronic, is a specialist in new, end-of-line 
notebooks on Tottenham Court Road. We spoke to one of 
their satisfied customers, Dan, who'd just bought an IBM 
240X. “It’s an ultra-portable with a 500MHz Pentium III, 
64MB RAM and 12GB hard disk for £399 plus VAT. Not 
bad considering it’s new and I’ve seen it for the same 
price at auctions and second-hand papers.” PCP 


Where do you stand in terms of consumer rights when things go wrong? 


Most auctions state that goods are sold as-seen and none 
can be returned. The auction house is not normally legally 
liable and claims can rarely be made against the previous 
owner, because legal ownership of the item is transferred 
when the hammer falls. Disputes over online auctions, 
however, can often be resolved using the services 
recommended by the site itself. eBay suggests a third- 
party dispute resolution service, and also offers a buyer 
protection programme against fraud, although the 
maximum reimbursement is limited to £105. 

When buying second-hand goods, Alan Stevens, former 
editor of Which? Online explains, “The Sale of Goods Act 
applies if you buy from a business or computer fair. 
However, if you buy from a private seller, the goods must 
only be ‘as described’, so if you buy a PC which wasn't 
described as ‘in working order’, you probably won't get 


your money back.” Jon Bray, editor of Loot agrees: “Your 
consumer rights are very limited. The only thing you're 
protected against is misrepresentation, such as the seller 
claiming one specification, but selling another. You could, 
claim compensation through the small claims court, but 
this would be a lot of hassle for not much recompense.” 

Stores remain the safest places to buy. The end-of-line 
specialists we visited normally offer the original 
manufacturer's warranty. New goods bought abroad are 
also under guarantee, but unless you've specifically gone 
for one with an international warranty, you'll have to 
return faulty or broken items to the original shop. 

In terms of auctions and second-hand goods, buyers 
should understand they're normally accepting goods as- 
seen. Bargain hunting may save you a few pounds, but 
often involves a certain amount of risk. E 


VIRTUAL BIDDING TIPS 


While an increasing number of 
small companies sell computer 
goods at online auctions, the 
majority remain from private 
sellers. Consequently, like any 
other private sale, you're 
unlikely to have any 
guarantees and are buying 
goods as-seen — or more 
accurately in the case of an 
online auction, not-seen. 

The online auction giants 
eBay and QXL both 
recommend checking the 
seller's reputation and only 
buying from people who have 
received high ratings from 
previous bidders. The ability to 
check a person’s sales history 
and the way they deal is an 
invaluable and unique aspect 
of online auctions. 

Many sellers accept credit 
card or other electronic 
payments such as PayPal, 
which are much safer than 
sending cash or cheques. It's 
also important to check 
postage options. 

Finally, many online auctions 
have become last-minute 
environments where the 
serious bidders only start 
during the final moments. 
Refresh your browser page 
on a regular basis and be 
prepared to click really fast, 
but don't go over your budget. 
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Paul Grosse and Wilf Hey continue their tireless problem-solving 
crusade. It's their quest to find answers to your tricky questions 





aul and Wilf deal with all matters great 

and small, looking at little-known features 

and programs that will enhance your PC- 
using experience. They earn their bread and butter, 
and thrive on answering questions on a wide range 


of your most troublesome subjects. This month 
you'll discover that fonts aren't so indispensable 


WINDOWS DESKTOP 
Making the gradient 


I've seen a nice wallpaper 

scheme on one of the systems 
at my local computer shop. It's blue 
and gets lighter as it crosses the 
screen to the right. | asked the 
salesman where I could get such 
a background but he doesn't know. 
It definitely isn't on the Windows 98 
installation CD. How can | produce 
this effect on my own system? 
Peter Canning 


There are several ways in which 

you can achieve this, and these 
depend primarily on what packages 
you have available. Paint Shop Pro, 
which was both featured on the 
SuperDisk some Issues ago, and is 
detailed in book-form on this issues 
cover, is a good tool to build you the 
desired wallpaper bitmap. Many other 
similar drawing tools will do the job just 
as well. If you were to use Paint Shop 
Pro, youd take these steps: 
E Choose the two extremes of colour 
you want using the colour palette. By 
default its on the right-hand side of the 
screen, but it may be detached and 
moved anywhere). 
B Start a bitmap via File, New and 
select a size. Then select ‘transparent’ 
background colour. This will produce 
a rectangle on the screen filled with 
a check-pattern. This serves to indicate 
that theres neither background nor 
foreground in that region. 
E Left-click the mouse on the Flood 
Fill icon in the Tool Palette. By default, 
this is on the left side of the screen. 
E Left-click the mouse on the Control 
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Who says PowerPoint is useful only for 
making slides? It works well when you 
want to create fresh-looking wallpaper. 


Palette Toggle icon in the Tool Bar (by 
default along the top of the screen). 
This should bring up a dialog box with 
two tabs: Tool Controls and Brush Tip. 
You should have Too! Controls selected. 
HØ Click on the Options button at the 
bottom of this box, and a larger box 
should be displayed. This is tagged 
Flood Fill Options. Pull down the Fill 
Style choices and select Linear 
Gradient. For Blend Mode we suggest 
you select Dissolve, though you may 
like to experiment with the others later. 
Ø Grab the Direction arm (like on a 
compass) and turn it to determine in 
which direction the gradient will work. 
Stop for a moment after turning the 
arm to let the display catch up, and 
continue turning in any direction until 
youre happy with the result. 

E Click on OK and then dismiss the 
Controls box. You can close it from its 
top right X, or click on the Control Panel 
Toggle again. 

Ø Left-click on the Flood Fill icon 
again, and bring the mouse over the 
new bitmap area, and click again. 


and that you need no fancy software packages to 
build your own snap-off toolbars. You've heard 

all the gloss about broadband, but is it without its 
problems? — of course not! There's more than one 
way to create neat wallpaper with colour gradient. 
Whether you use Windows or Linux we have 
something for you here. 


Ø Save your bitmap (best place is in 
the Windows folder). Later on you can 
make it your wallpaper choice by right- 
clicking on a patch of wallpaper, 
selecting Properties, choosing the 
Background tab, browsing to it and 
then opening it. Confirm this by clicking 
on Apply and OK. 

You should note that when you 
change the way ‘flood fill’ works, it's 
remembered by Paint Shop Pro. You'll 
have to remember to change It back to 
Solid Colour on a subsequent run if this 
is a one-time change. 

If you have Office, PowerPoint is a 
better choice. It's more fun and there 
are more flexible options. Open a blank 
frame, pull down the Tools menu, 
select Background, click on the choice 
field (defaults to blank) select Fill 
Effects, and then in the Gradient dialog 
box, click Iwo Colours. Select the 
colours (use More Colours in each 
case) and then experiment with the 
direction/type options in the bottom. 
Once you've created your frame, press 
[F5] to make it fill the screen, press the 
PrintScreen/SysReg button on the 
keyboard (to copy it into the clipboard) 
and then you can subsequently paste 
it into any graphics program — even 
good old Paint — to save as a BMP If 
you use PowerPoint, you may like to 
experiment with Textures instead of 
Gradients (no, you can't have both!). 


TRUETYPE FONTS 


Font of all blessing 


I'm sick and tired of various 

anomalies with TrueType 
fonts. They just seem to collect and 
take up time and space. Do you have 
any tips for organising them — 





Contact us 


©) pcplushelpdesk @futurenet.co.uk 
(F) Fax - 01225 732 295 


M] Write to: Helpdesk, PC Plus, Future Publishing, 


30 Monmouth Street, Bath, BAL 2BW 


HelpDesk welcomes questions, tips and follow-ups to published items, 
but please note that we can only respond via the pages of the magazine. 


particularly with regard to stopping 
the installation of near-duplicates? 
Gary Suness 


It was only recently that we 

made the pleasant discovery 
that you can make things a lot neater 
in one fell swoop, getting rid of a large 
proportion of the TrueType fonts on a 
system. Whats more important, is that 
its practically fool-proof. 

You must first copy all your 
Truelype Fonts from the 
Windows\Fonts folder, over to a new 
folder for safekeeping. We created 
TTFonts, a new folder within the 
Windows folder. Now comes the 
tedious bit. With no other program 
running, browse through the Fonts 
folder trying to delete all the TTF files. 
On the typical system you'll find that 
there are maybe eighty or so fonts that 
will resist being deleted. Beware: dont 
monkey with any FON files! When you 
next restart Windows, you should find 
that you have successfully rid yourself 
of lots of unused Truelype fonts. But 
theres better! If you suddenly find that 
you wanted the Star Wars Lasersword 
font or whatever, you don't have to 
install it. Browse through the files in 
your TTFonts folder until you find it, 
and then click on it to display Its 
summary. Now re-open Word (or 
whatever program) from scratch, and 
this font will appear for the time being 
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You don't need to have a TrueType Font installed to use it. It’s available to any 
program so long as it’s open. What's more important, it’s practically fool-proof. 


in the list of available fonts. You can do 
this with any number of fonts, 
temporarily resurrecting them without 
installing them. Of course, if you want 
to use speciality fonts more often, 

you can always re-install them via the 
Fonts applet in the Control Panel. Go to 
File, Install new font, then navigate to 
Windows\TTFonts and wait while it 
sorts all your old fonts. 


WINDOWS FILE HANDLING 
Filter tip 


I'm new to Windows, and 
haven't got the hang of 
Explorer's file handling yet. If | have 
a directory containing several types 

of files and | want to delete all the 
.TMP files, MS-DOS gives me this 
ability with a command like DEL 

* TMP and it works fine. For further 
distinction, | can do even more, such 
as only deleting the .TMP files that 
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Wilf Hey 


wilfhey@futurenet.co.uk 


Paul Grosse 

paul.grosse @futurenet.co.uk 
Wilf has been hanging around 
computers for decades now. 


You'd think that something 
clever would rub off on him 


Paul started helping people 
with their problems on the PC 
back in the 1980s and 
programs for fun 





WRITE IN 


Email your questions to: 
pcplushelpdesk @ futurenet.co.uk 
Or write to: 

HelpDesk, PC Plus 

30 Monmouth Street 

Bath BA1 2BW 

Or fax: 01225 732 295 

HelpDesk welcomes questions, 
tips and follow-ups to published 
items but please note that we 
can only respond via the pages 
of the magazine. 


HELP US HELP YOU! 


We get thousands of emails each 
month, so please send your 
messages to the correct address. 
Email SuperDisc problems to 
pcplus.support@futurenet.co.uk 


begin with a certain sequence of 
letters in their name. Is there any 
way to do this without going down 
the list assessing and deleting files 
one-by-one? 

Charles Magee 


A major strength of Windows 

(though alas, some think it a 
weakness) is that there are almost 
always several methods of handling 
matters. If you don't like any of the 
methods Windows gives you, 
don't hesitate to drop into MS-DOS 
temporarily to utilise your usual 
panache with commands. 

Windows provides you with a very 
similar ‘ambiguous filename method, 
which it calls filtering. It's not in Explorer, 
but you'll find it in the ‘Find Files’ 
applet. Call this up by executing 
[Windowskey]+IF3] while in Explorer. 
Enter your *.TMP in the ‘Named field. 
You may want to turn off the ‘Include 


WINDOWS XP Using built-in file compression 


Ee Se = a 


Windows XP has a handy file compression 

attribute that saves you drive space. To access 
it from Windows Explorer, (1) right-click on the 
directory or file you want to compress, (2) click on 
‘Properties’ and then (3) on ‘Advanced’. (4) Note that 
the size of the files and space used are displayed 


here — 12.0 and 12.1MB respectively. 





On the Advanced Attributes dialogue box, 
you'll notice that there are a number of options 
for the archiving of files and directories, the indexing 
service which speeds up searching (although this 
uses a lot of other resources instead) and 
compression. Click on (5) the ‘Compress contents 
to save disk space’ option and then (6) on ‘OK’. 


nanml =a annn 
Bee M d 


ao ee 





Back on the properties dialogue, click on (7) 

‘Apply’ and the confirm dialogue pops-up. You 
can apply changes to this directory only or (8) to all 
of its subdirectories as well. Click on ‘OK’ (9) and its 
size on the disk is displayed (10). Here, our 12.1MB 
has shrunk to 900KB. Explorer displays compressed 
files and directories in blue (11). 
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This could well qualify as the 
shortest script file you'll ever 
need to write. 
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Programs like Paint Shop Pro are useful for their file handling — which we think is 


Get a quick summary of a 
verbose report by trusting Word to 
grey out the less important words 
with the AutoSummarise feature. 
It will intelligently read the 
contents of the document, then 
highlight certain parts and grey 
the rest. Using the options 
provided, you can save the results 
as a new file, or close the 
summary and return to normal. 


4. 3mp al 





better than Explorer. Change the File Type field so that all files are being displayed. 


Subfolders’ option. This will enable you 
to confine the search to the current 
directory. This displays the specific files 
matching that filter. Alternatively, you 
can select the lot with [CTRLI+IA] while 
the cursor is directly over one of the 
filenames, or you can select each 
individually. By the way, this filter is 
stronger than the MS-DOS one: “6.TMP’ 
will find and display all the .TMP files 
whose longer name ends in a Six. 

Remember that you can also select 
a group of files, exclude others, and 
delete them all at once. Io achieve this, 
move the cursor to the first name, hold 
down the [CTRL] key and sweep down 
to the last name to delete. Then right- 
click and select Delete. This is tricky, 
and its often difficult to select some 
but not others. 


LINUX SCRIPTING FILES Ethernet cards 


| prefer another method altogether, 
however. Many programs allow you to 
do file management (deletion and 
renaming) during their file ‘Open’ 
dialog. The best ones to use are those 
that can handle multiple files. Just load 
up Word, for example, and click on File, 
Open, and change the ‘Files of type’ 
field to display all. Now you can select 
files in the following (safer and easier) 
way. Hold [CTRL] as you click on a 
name to select that file. Hold [Shift], 
and click on a name to select all files 
from the last cursor location down 
(or up) to the file name. You can only 
have one Shift/click group selected, 
but you can select some outside or 
deselect some inside that group by 
[CTRLI/clicking afterwards. Then right- 
click anywhere within the names and 





select Delete. When your'e finished, 
Cancel the Open dialog. 


OUTLOOK 2000 
Holiday feelings! 


Howard Lewis writes, “in his final 
column, lan Sharpe suggested 
manually editing the holiday list in 
Outlook 2000. In fact, the Microsoft KB 
article 811543 contains a link to a 
download that will update your holiday 
list until 2007 for you: http://microsoft 
.com/downloads/details.aspx?Family 
Id=7D4D9017-8D4E-4963-8BA/- 
D2E91D491F5E&displaylang=en. 

Heres another link: its a useful 
place to look for updates to Microsoft 
Office products in general. http:// 
office.microsoft.com/downloads. 
Thanks Howard! 


WINDOWS DESKTOP 


Icon, can I? 


We don't like using icons to load 
programs, and use menus almost 
exclusively, But many users do, and 
with this in mind, theres really no 
reason why you should suffer with 
Sloppy icon distribution over the 
Windows desktop. Right-clicking on 
the desktop and selecting Arrange 
Icons’ brings up a little menu that you 
can use to sharpen up your pool of 
icons, positioning each icon with 


Use an event triggered script file to initialise your ethernet port with DHCP 


Q) I want to use DHCP on my existing 
network, but when I configure my 
network card on Linux to DHCP it fails 
on boot — ethO (DHCP) failed - and I 
can’t browse the Internet. I've tried 
going into YaST2 and configuring it in 
Network Devices but to no avail. I've 
run KDE System Guard and monitored, 
transmitted and received packets, both 
on lo and eth0. All Internet traffic goes 
to the local host instead. What can I do 
to get it to work? 

Bob Williams 


A) It sounds like your machine isn't 
waiting long enough to let your DHCP 
server respond. Logged in as ‘root’ and 
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with dhcpcd installed (check it in 
YaST2), open up a console and at the 
command line, type ‘dhcpcd’. You 
should now be able to browse the 
Internet. Note, it’s not wise to do this 
as root because anything that gets onto 
your system (by attacking your ports 
or from a script that you downloaded 
when you were browsing) has root 
access and can destroy your system. 

To browse the Internet without having 
to log onto root first and all the rest 
of the extensive processes, you can 
create a script to run when the ethernet 
card goes up. 

In root, open an editor such as KWrite, 
type in ‘dhcpcd’ (without the quotes) 


and press Enter. Save the file in 
/etc/sysconfig/network /if-up.d/. It may 
help to make the purpose of the file 
obvious. In this case, ‘if-up’ will suffice 
as a file name. Next, open up a copy of 
Konqueror and point it at /etc/sysconfig 
/network /if-up.d/. Right-click on the file 
and click on ‘Properties’. Click on the 
‘Permissions’ tab and then check the 
‘Exec’ box. Make sure that the 
ownership-user box has ‘root’ in it and 
click on ‘OK’. Now, when the ethernet 
card goes up, this script will run and 
your machine will negotiate with the 
DHCP server, receive an IP address and 
set up the ethernet port for you. By 
default, the lease will run forever. m 
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BROADBAND Is it broad enough? 


Broadband gives its users faster access to real-time web entertainment but is it fast enough? 


is 2.048 Mb/s). Without some sort of 
compression, this type of transfer 
could not be done in real-time and as 
many people have connections of 
512Kb/s or lower, a lot of sites do 
streaming audio at a variety of speeds 
and usually include 100Kb/s and 
400Kb/s for ADSL/broadband in 
addition to 56Kb/s for POTS. © 


0) I've tried recording streaming 
audio that’s supposed to be 
broadband quality, but it sounds 
heavily compressed. What's eating 
up the bandwidth? 

lan Legard 


but each sample is 32-bits worth of 
data because each of the stereo 
channels uses 16-bits to define the 
voltage at that point in time. This is 

a transfer rate of 1.4Mb/s if no 
compression is used. You would need 
a broadband connection with a T1 
specification for this (1.544Mb/s in the 
US although in Europe the equivalent 





Broadband may be the answer to your 
download and compression blues, but 
it doesn’t erase all potential problems. 


A) The answer is in the units. CD 
music has a sample rate of 44.1KHz, 


space around it. If you right-click 

on the desktop, select Properties, 

click on the Appearance tab, then pull 
down the Item menu and choose 
‘Icon Spacing (horizontal)’. You'll see the 
relative size of the space allowed on 
screen for icons in a row. Similarly, ‘Icon 
Spacing (vertical)’ tells you how 

much space is assigned for icons in 

a column. You can change these so 
that the icon pool is more compact on 
screen (over to the left). In our system 
we changed 62 by 62 down to 32 by 
42. After changing these values you 
Should Arrange’ the icons again. 


WORD 
Dyslexic Spelling 


You must have seen the joke 

letter where almost every 
word is misspelled. | don't find it 
very funny, though. The spell- 
checker allows many spelling errors 
because they're all correct words, 
but are used out of context. The way 
Word's spell-checker works is little 
use for anyone with a touch of 
dyslexia. Is there any hope for us? 
An aid, like a little resident applet, 
for example? 
G.T. Fearon 


Microsoft has provided a few 
wrinkles that may go at least 
part way to making life easier for you. 


The way spell-checking works Is by 
means of three kinds of ‘dictionaries; 
the main dictionary for your language, 
your custom dictionary (or dictionaries), 
and an exception’ dictionary. Using an 
ordinary word processor (like Notepad 
rather than Word) you can modify your 
custom dictionary. It contains single 
words on a line which should be 
allowed without flagging them as 
spelling errors. For example, we 
capitalise helpdesk as ‘HelpDesk’, so 
we have put It in our custom dictionary. 

Suppose you have a problem 
remembering the difference between 
‘Sweet’ and ‘sweat’. Both are perfectly 
good words, but if you typed ‘sweat’ 
you probably meant ‘sweet’. This is a 
case for the exceptions dictionary. Its 
proper location is in the Application 
Data\Microsoft\Proof’ folder (which is 
found immediately under your 
Windows folder, or (if you're one of 
several users) under your Windows, 
Profiles, [yournamel]) folder. The file is 
called ‘Mssp3en.exc’ for English. If you 
type the word ‘sweat’ (without 
apostrophes) onto a single line and 
then restart Word, whenever you 
subsequently key ‘sweat’ in a Word 
document flag, it will be flagged as a 
spelling error, hopefully grabbing your 
attention even though its a normal 
English word. 

The default custom dictionary 
(‘Custom.dic’) works in reverse, allowing 


words therein to pass without error. 
Be sure that with these dictionaries, 
you create a back-up before using 
them in case something goes wrong, 
and we strongly suggest you use 
Notepad for the purpose 


WORD 
Block and tackle 


I have a regular job that | 

need to do, but it can take 
hours. It involves taking a column 
of data from one document and 
copying it into another document 
altogether. The difficulty is that | 
select the column of data because 
it's not in a table. One of the more 
experienced operators in my office 
says that this same job was easy 
on an earlier word processor, 
because it had a ‘block copy’ 


function which doesn't exist in Word. 


| don't have to key much new data, 
so it won't be too much trouble to 
go into another program to do the 
job. But I can’t find a ‘block copy’ 
function in any of the Windows 
utilities on my system. Is there 

a hidden option, or an available 
program? Have you any ideas 
which will help me? 

Greg Robbins 


The good news is that theres a 
block copy function within 


WINDOWS DESKTOP Detachable toolbars 


linin 





PASSWORDS 


0) When some programs 
require a new password, 
they show a bar with the 
level of security on it. 
How does it know? 

Noel Hodgeson 


A) The program can't ‘know’ 
as such because the user 
might just give it away. 
However, it can look at 
common attacks on passwords 
and assess it like that. 

A brute force attack tries every 
combination of the character 
sets used, so it's longer, and 
more secure. If you use 
lowercase, uppercase, 
numbers and other characters, 
it will be more secure still. 
Dictionary attacks try proper 
words, as this is what many 
use. Such passwords can be 
broken in seconds. They 

even try two words broken 

up with extra characters. 
Whatever you choose, never 
write it down or tell anybody. 
There's more about 

this on the SuperDisc. 
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You can turn any part of your system disk files 

into a detachable toolbar which can be 
anchored to any of the four sides of the screen or 
alternatively, floated. To execute this command, right- 
click on the bar near the Start button, then select 
Toolbars, and New Toolbar. 


From the navigation menu that appears, select 

for example, Control Panel. This will create the 
Control Panel as a toolbar, with full navigation and 
cascading menus, similar to the ones you get when 
pressing Start. You can do this with just about any 
folder you want readily available on the screen. 


You can drag this toolbar over to any of the four 

sides of the screen (independent of the system 
bar), or even ‘snap’ it off so that it’s unanchored, 
floating on the screen wherever you wish. You can 
even do this with ‘My Computer’ so that your whole 
system is navigable via cascading menus. 
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HELPDESK 


QUICKIES AutoComplete and say no to logos 


Here are some of the quicker queries from our readers in a jam 


0) MSN 8 has AutoComplete and 
keeps the sites you go to in a drop- 
down list. | attempted to disable this 
in Internet Options but it doesn't 
work. Is there a way to go to 
eliminate AutoComplete? 

Harry Danner 


which lasts several seconds between 
start up and the welcome screen. Is it 
possible to remove this logo? 

Jack Minton 


AutoComplete list. But as you've 
discovered, it goes no further where 
AutoComplete is concerned. Sadly, 
Microsoft deemed it unnecessary to 
give you the option of switching 
AutoComplete on or off. 





Use your laptops BIOS to rid your 
system of annoying logos. 


A) Use your laptop’s BIOS. Enter this, 
press [F2] when the Compaq logo 
appears. Look for an option to display 
logo. This should be enabled. Disable 
it, save your changes and exit. M 


0) I have just purchased a Compaq 
Presario with Windows XP Home. | 
get an annoying blue Compaq logo 


A) MSN 8 shares many features with 
Internet Explorer including the 


Microsoft Word — or at least, there is in 
Word 98 and Word 2000. You have to 
be careful when talking about odd little 
functions, as few people even realise 
theyre present. They may not be there 
in earlier or later versions. The bad 
news is that it requires an athletic 
manoeuvre that could give you sore 
elbows if you have insufficient room. 
Hold down the [Shiftl+[Ctrll+[ALT] keys 
simultaneously while you make a 
diagonal sweep with your mouse 
cursor over the physical column you 
wish to move. Since you're moving it to 
another document, you'll want to copy 
it to the clipboard, so you should know 
two things about what you have 
selected. Firstly, its full text data, not an 
‘image’. Secondly, with whole letters 
and whole lines only, when you paste 
it, tt won't keep its formatting, but will 
assume the formatting of the text area 
into which its dropped 

It works well, but be careful that 
you understand what's happening. 
You may well need to get some 
liniment handy, too. 


WINDOWS SYSTEM 


Getting to grips 
with resources 
I'm currently in discussions 
with a person on the Internet, 
about the resources used in my 
system. He's knowledgeable and 


VIRUS EPIDEMIC Neither big nor clever 


talks in terms of IRQs and memory. 

I don't expect to find any shortcut to 
his kind of knowledge, but | would 
like to be able to intelligently answer 
some of the questions he asks about 
how I have various things connected. 
Is there any way | can get this 
information from the system, or is 

it all a matter of time and genius? 

W. Flavell 


It takes a certain mentality 

to become an engineering 
expert, and as we suspect, theres 
no easy road to that expertise. 
However, its not hard to find out 
a lot more about your system by 
the following method. Right-click on 
My Computer and select Properties 
from the drop-down menu. This 
should bring up a dialog box with 
several tabs, including Device Manager. 
Select this latter tab and then click 
on the Properties button at the bottom 
of the box. Youre now in a position 
to see how memory and IRQs are 
assigned without knowing them 
from Adam. 

If you find that selecting Properties 
on My Computer gives you only two 
tabs, ‘General’ and ‘Shortcut’, then 
you dont have My Computer — you 
only have a ghost pointing to it! Iry 
again with a left-click on My Computer, 
and then left-click on the tiny icon in 
the top-right corner of the box. Finally, 


Here's the fix to cut Sobig down to size 


One of the most recent viruses to 
storm to the top of Sophos’ charts, 
was behind nearly half of all reported 
virus attacks in a single month. The 
W32/Sobig-E is a worm that will arrive 
in your email box, but it will also 
attempt to distribute itself via shared 
network folders. It's a digital disease 
that you would do well to vaccinate 
against well in advance. 

Thankfully, it's relatively easy to spot. 
Look for an email with the subject line 
of Re: Application or Re: Movie. The 
body of the text asks you to click the 
attached Zip file for details (named 
your_details.zip), at which point the 
virus is triggered. If your anti-virus 


software is up to date, it should be able 
to block this. If not then read on. 


Getting rid 

The core of the virus is winssk32.exe. 
This little blighter is copied into your 
Windows folder, and various entries 
are then added to your Startup folders 
and the Registry. If you can, do your 
best to try updating your anti-virus 
tool, running it to detect and remove the 
virus. Don’t stop there, though: verify 
that it's been thoroughly scrubbed 
from your PC by checking the Registry 
for a SSK Service value (with 
C:\Windows \winssk32.exe) at the 
following keys: HKEY_LOCAL_ 


select Properties from the little drop- 
down menu. This should bring you 

to the point where you see the Device 
Manager and other tabs. 


WORD 


Crashing bore 


My system (running Windows 

98) crashes more frequently 
now than it did just a few weeks 
ago, and the culprit seems to be 
Microsoft Word. The most common 
crash seems associated with closing 
files. No error message of any use is 
ever displayed, but I'll be urged to 
see my vendor if it continues — ha! 
Can you at least point me in the 
direction of a solution? 
Tim Altman 


The global template 
NORMAL.DOT is rewritten each 
time options and certain styles you 
select change. It's vulnerable to 
hardware error, software error, and 
overloading, So you can expect that 
once in a while it may become corrupt. 
Many viruses effect it as well — it's 
cheap and effective (if you're a virus 
creator) to ensure the virus is run by 
embedding it in a macro in a DOC. This 
innocent looking DOC may encourage 
you to load it into Word — and lo, it will 
embed itself into your NORMAL.DOT. Or 
at least, that's the theory. Virus creators 





MACHINE\SOFTWARE\ Microsoft 
\Windows\CurrentVersion\Run\ 
HKEY_USERS\<code name> 
\Software\Microsoft\Windows 
\CurrentVersion\Run\ 

Another solution is to download 
and run the manual tool provided by 
Symantec — look for the virus’s entry 
at http://securityresponse.symantec. 
com/avcenter/tools.list.html. We 
recommend you read and print out 
the instructions that come with it, 
and follow them to the letter. Once 
eradicated from your machine, update 
your anti-virus software immediately, 
and if you don't have any installed, 
get some! E 





FULL HARD DRIVE? 


0) I'm running Windows 98 on 
a Fujitsu home PC, and when 
running Microsoft Backup | 
instructed it to address the 
hard drive, which as a result 
is now almost full with only 
145Mb space left. How do l 
remove this last back-up? 
Paul Wentworth 


A) Look for the back-up file 
you created — it should have 
a QIC extension — and delete 
it. When you next come to use 
Backup, be more discerning 
about which files you decide 
to back up, and select the 
maximum possible 
compression ratio to keep 

the size even smaller. 


=> 





Once again we're indebted 
to Symantec for producing 
a tool that can detect and 
remove the Sobig-E virus. 
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You can speed up Internet 

ai a arena aani i Explorer by clicking on ‘Run’ 

in the Start menu, typing in the 
URL and clicking on ‘OK’. 
Internet Explorer will load up 
and download the website. 


will have lost any global styles that you 


built for your templates, and you may 
have to re-select your customisation 
features. However, the good news is 
that you'll be starting with a clean bill 
of health. 





it decided to substitute. You can 

find this out under Tools, Options, 
Compatibility, where theres a big 
button at the top labelled ‘Font 
Substitution’. This will give you a 
dialog box enabling you to select 

for each missing font, and also giving 
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Quaintly, Microsoft Word will not admit that it cannot find its global template 
- so it informs you that it wants to change it. 


are human too (just barely!) and make 
mistakes. a particular virus Is much 
more likely to corrupt Normal.dot. 
Heres what you can do safely to 
rid yourself of the problem: close Word, 
find Normal.dot (usually in Windows 
/Applications/Microsoft/ Templates. 
Delete Normal.dot — remember you 
can do it from within the FILE applet. 
When you next quit Word, it will 
serve a notice to the effect that 
NORMAL.DOT is about to be changed. 
Actually, we know that it was missing, 
and Word is about to recreate it. You 





same language 


Every so often | get a Word 
document (usually from 
overseas) that looks decidedly 
weird. I'm wondering whether the 
problem may be something to do 
with fonts? 
Bea Phillips 


It's a distinct possibility, but 

there are a couple of things 
that can be done to alleviate the 
problem. If youte able to contact 
the person who creates these 
documents, suggest that they pull 
down the Tools menu, select Options, 
go to the Save tab, and put a tick 
in ‘Embed TrueType fonts’. This will 
mean that hereafter, any TTF font 
he uses is kept inside the document 
rather than relying on its availability 
on your system. For your part, you'll 
be glad to know that Word logs 
what unknown fonts it has 
encountered and tells you what 


Further Help 


If you need an updated driver or 
help direct from a manufacturer, 
first check its website. A search 
engine should locate it — try 
www.google.com. 

A list of internet addresses of 
many leading hardware and 
software manufacturers is 
published on the SuperDisc every 
month. See the HelpDesk page on 
the SuperDisc for details. 

Newsgroups are also a great 
source of help and advice. Your 
question may already have been 
answered so before posting a 
message search previous postings 
at http://groups.google.com/ 
advanced_group_search. And 
don't forget PC Plus’ own forums at 
www.pcplus.co.uk 


Related files on SuperDisc 
See section: HelpDesk 





MODEM MADNESS Can't detect modem 


If your modem has gone walkies, you can readily track it down 





Q) I've recently had some problems on A) Installing an internal modem in default settings. Click ‘Next’ and shut 
my PC with Windows not loading, so I Windows 98 can be more grief than it's down and restart when prompted. Once 
formatted the C drive and re-installed worth, but we know the solution to your Windows has rebooted, open Device 
Windows 98. However, when I tried to problem. The reason your modem wont Manager to verify COM port three has 
detect my modem I was told that no have been detected is because it been added successfully, then repeat 
modem was found. After some requires a ‘virtual’ COM port, either port for COM port four. Once this has been 
You faveto manualy adë investigation on the Internet I looked three or four, and these aren't installed added, shut down and physically install 
two extra COM ports to get in the Device manager to see if the by default. To do this, manually launch your modem if it hasn't been already. 
an internal modem in modem was listed as a PCI Serial the Add New Hardware wizard from the Windows will automatically detect it 
Windows 95 or 98. Controller in the ‘Other Devices’ Control Panel. Click ‘Next’ twice, the on reboot — if not, add it using the 
section. It wasn't, so I tried removing wizard will look for — and not find — Modems Control Panel. If it still doesn't 
my modem and inserting it back into new hardware on your PC. Now select automatically detect it, add it manually 
the computer but to no avail. | would No, | want to select the hardware from to either COM port three or four. We're 
be extremely grateful if you could help a list and click ‘Next’ again. Choose assuming you have the drivers for it — 
me in any way. The modem is a Ports (COM & LPT), click ‘Next’ and if not, you'll need to perform a search 
Rockwell HCF 56K internal modem. make sure Communications Port is for your chipset — try www.driver 
Matthew Batt selected. Click ‘Next’ and accept the guides.com if all else fails. IE 
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-> Wireless network tips 


WRITE IN 


Email your questions to: 
pcplus @futurenet.co.uk 
Or write to: 

HelpDesk, PC Plus 

30 Monmouth Street 
Bath BA1 2BW 

Or fax: 01225 732 295 


HELP US HELP YOU! 


We get thousands of emails each 
month, so please send your 
messages to the correct address. 
Email SuperDisc problems to 
pcplus.support@futurenet.co.uk 


COMMON QUESTIONS 


Q: How can | determine if my 
wireless network is accessible 
to outside users? 

A: Assuming that you have a 
laptop with a wireless 
connection, the easiest answer 
is to simply take a walk. Since 
Wi-Fi networks typically have 
a range of about 300 feet, 
unplug your laptop and try 
using it from different locations 
near your home. If you can 
connect to your network from 
the outside, other users 
potentially can as well. That's 
why securing your wireless 
network is so critical. 


Q: Where can I get more 
information on war driving? 

A: One of the best resources to 
find out more about this 
‘interesting’ pursuit is the War 
Driving FAQ found at 
http://faq.wardriving.com. 


Q: I've heard that it’s possible 
to create homemade Wi-Fi 
antennas from Pringles crisps 
cans. Is this true? 

A: Where there's a will, there's 
a way. You can read more 
about it (including detailed 
instructions) at www.oreilly 
net.com/cs/weblog/view 
/wig/448. 


Going wireless? Gone? Dan DiNicolo offers some key tips for 


keeping your wireless network performing optimally and securely 





First and foremost, the placement 

of your wireless access point, and 
computers with wireless connections 
is critical. For example, if you have two 
PCs on different floors, you'll have to 
keep in mind maximum distances, and 
potential ‘obstacles’ such as solid walls. 
Although most Wi-Fi equipment can 
Support a maximum distance of up to 
300ft, signal quality can degrade 
rapidly with only a few obstacles in the 
way. The best idea is to test your 
wireless network by attempting to 
place your access point in different 
locations in your home, assuming that 
you have more than one PC. Find the 
location that provides the best signal 
strength for all PCs, or at least 
acceptable performance. This process is 
largely trial-and-error, so be prepared 
for some shuffling around. In some 
cases, you may even need to wire the 
access point to a completely different 
room than you originally intended — 

it all depends on your environment. 
Windows XP ‘helps’ by giving you an 
indicator of signal strength. Many 
companies also provide their own 
utilities with their Wi-Fi equipment for 
this purpose. If range is an issue, 
external antennas may also help to 
sort the problem. 

To that end, you also need to 
consider other equipment in your 
home. Assuming that youre using 
802.11b or 802.112 equipment, the most 
common source of interference are 
cordless phones that also use the 
2 A4GHz frequency range. You may need 
to consider using a different cordless 
phone (like a 900MHz model) or 
changing the channels used by your 
Wi-Fi equipment. Most products give 
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he implementation of a wireless network 
does sound a little magical. Just install 
your wireless network card and possibly 
an access point, and you're off. If only it were that 
simple. In reality, the wireless network is fraught 
with potential difficulties. You will need to consider 
a number of unique issues in terms of connection 


quality and security, and to get the most from your 
wireless network, you'll almost certainly need to do 
a little detective work. 

Whether you already have a wireless network 
installed, or you're planning on moving in that direction, 
this article outlines some key tips that you definitely 
need to be aware of. 








"Anna } 
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802.11¢ is the best deal for consumers looking for a lasting investment. This is backwards 
compatible with 802.11b, but supports up to 54Mb/s without the drop-off in signal strength. 


you the option to choose from a range 
of frequencies in the 24GHz range, so 
test different channels if youTe 
experiencing interference problems. 
Furthermore, if you do have a 24GHz 
phone, try talking on it and using the 
network at the same time. This will 
give you a good indication of whether 
the phone is causing problems. 


Hot spot? 

One key consideration with any 
wireless network is the possibility of 
becoming what's known as a hot spot. 
While your intention might have been 
to set up a wireless network for SOHO 
use only, you can't really block anyone 
within range from picking up your 
signals. With a wireless card of their 
own, any user within range can easily 
connect to your network if its not 


properly secured, so securing your 
wireless network is crucial. At best, the 
users might just use the ‘free’ Internet 
connection that youre providing them 
with. At worst, they could gain access 
to your files and folders, so beware. 

One of the biggest issues in the 
world of Wi-Fi involves people 
connecting to unsecured wireless 
networks. Known as war driving, a user 
will hop in their car with a laptop, 
wireless adaptor and GPS, and use a 
software utility such as Network 
Stumbler to determine which wireless 
networks are out there. The information 
is then posted to Internet databases for 
all to see. It does sound very James 
Bond, but the equipment Is affordable 
and has become a popular pastime. 
Just another reason to ensure that your 
network is secured. 





oe oh 
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By far the most critical piece of 
equipment to configure properly is 
your wireless access point. Since most 
vendors are concerned with ensuring 
ease-of-use, the default configuration 
of most access points are insecure. 
The next few tips explain how to 
secure your access point. 

The first thing you should do is 
connect to your access point and 
change the default password. Unlike 
traditional hacking, a user who 
connects to your access point will 
already be inside your network on the 
protected side of the firewall. 

For your wireless PC or laptop to 
form an association with your access 
point, all equipment needs to be 
configured with the same Service Set 
Identifier (SSID). This is typically a word 
that identifies your network, such as 
‘wireless’, ‘wifi’ or something similar. 
For starters, make a point of changing 
the SSID value on your equipment 
from the default values. Would-be 
freeloaders, who will use them to 
attempt to associate with your access 
point, also know these. Next, be sure 
to disable the Broadcast SSID setting 
in your access point configuration if 
this is an available option. If enabled 
(which it usually is) this setting would 
allow others to determine the SSID 
in use. If you do disable the Broadcast 
SSID setting, you'll need to configure 
your PCs with the SSID of the network 
manually, as it won't be discovered 
automatically. 


MAC and WEP security 
One feature available in almost all 
home access points is the ability to 
control access via the MAC address of a 
PC. In other words, you can configure 
your access point with the MAC 
address of your internal PCs, only 
permitting those systems to connect. 
This is a feature that you should 
implement immediately, Use the 
IPCONFIG /ALL command from the 
command line to determine the MAC 
address of each wireless network card 
on your network, and limit connections 
to those MAC addresses only. This 
will make is much harder for any 
external users to attempt connections 
to your network. 

WEP was the original answer to 
protecting traffic on wireless networks 





This access point from Linksys also 
functions as a router for broadband 
Internet Connections. 


through the use of encryption. 
Unfortunately, some flaws in the 
WEP standard have shown that it’s 
not a difficult encryption algorithm 
to crack with the correct utilities. To 
that end, some level of protection is 
better than nothing. 

To implement WEP you'll need to 
configure both your access point and 
PCs with the same encryption key. In 
much the same way that you should 
always choose a non-obvious 
password, be sure to follow the same 
principles when choosing the 
encryption key. After configuring WEP 
and setting up an encryption key, it's 
also a good idea to change it 
periodically. Once every few months 
should be fine for most networks. 

One important caveat about WEP 
is the trade-off that it presents in terms 
of speed. With WEP enabled, your 
network can slow down anywhere 
from 30 to 50 per cent, a result of the 
overhead associated with encrypting 
data. Although this seems like a lot, 
consider it in light of your Internet 
connection speed as well. Most 
broadband connections are just over 
1Mbps, so your wireless connection 
working at speeds above that should 
produce reasonable performance. If 
speed is a concern, consider using 
40- or 64-bit encryption rather than the 
128-bit option if your access point 
supports both. Just remember the 
trade-off involved. 


IP addressing and DHCP 

Most access point hardware includes 
a built-in DHCP server to allocate IP 
addresses to your wireless clients. In 
many cases, this range is the same as 
the range used for other Internet- 
sharing services, such as Windows ICS. 
Because of this, you'll need to be 


HARDWARE HELPDESK 





Dan DiNicolo 
dan@2000trainers.com 


Dan DiNicolo is an IT consultant 
based in Toronto, Canada. He has 
worked as a technical trainer for a 
variety of corporate clients and has 
authored numerous articles 


careful of conflicts, because multiple 
devices may be handing out IP 
addresses on your network. Be sure 
to limit DHCP functionality to a single 
device by disabling the service on 
either your access point or NAT router. 
If youre using ICS to share an Internet 
connection, the DHCP component 
cannot be disabled, so consider 
disabling DHCP on the access point. 
Some people recommend changing 
the IP address range used by your 
DHCP server if possible. Most access 
points will hand out addresses in the 
192.168.0.x range — another well-known 
fact. Unfortunately, disabling DHCP will 
not solve the problem, since rogue 
users will commonly configure 
themselves with a static address in this 
range. Io combat this issue, consider 
changing the gateway IP address of 
your access point from the default 
value (typically 192.168.0.1), and using 
Static addressing on your network 
instead. This will make things harder to 
guess, but anyone using a packet 
capture utility on a network not using 
WEP would still be able to determine 
the range in use with relative ease. 


A? B? AND G? 


The world of wireless 
networks may simplify the 
network installation process 
but it can still be a little 
confusing. A few key 
technologies have emerged 
in the WLAN world, and 
they're not all interoperable — 
a key consideration if 
youre planning on 
purchasing equipment. 

The most popular wireless 
standard is known as 802.11b. 
The ‘b’ standard was one of 
the first to go mainstream, 
and works in the 2.4GHz 
range. It supports the lowest 
throughput rates, however, at a 
theoretical maximum of 
11Mbps. The good news is that 
802.11b equipment is usually 
inexpensive, and the most 
widely used and deployed. 

The 802.11a standard is 
much faster than 802.11b, with 
a theoretical maximum speed 
of up to 54Mbps. However, ‘a’ 
and ‘b’ equipment are not 
interoperable, since 802.11a 
equipment works in the 5GHz 
band. Furthermore, 802.11a 
equipment typically suffers 
from greater signal 
degradation after 50ft or so. 

The best deal for consumers 
looking for a lasting 
investment is 802.11g. This 
newest standard is backwards 
compatible with 802.11b, but 
supports up to 54Mbps 
throughput without the drop- 
off in signal strength. Although 
more expensive than 802.11b 
equipment, 802.11¢ 
components will ultimately be 
longer lasting and faster. 


Antenna anyone? 

If youre having problems with signal 
strength on your wireless network, 
one solution is to consider an external 
antenna. These omni-directional 
antennas typically connect directly to 
a PCs wireless NIC, and can greatly 
increase both signal strength, and by 
association, network speed. If you 
haven't purchased your wireless gear 
yet, consider a wireless NIC that 
includes a built-in external antenna 

if signal strength or distance are going 
to be relevant. 

One last but critical consideration 
for anyone using a wireless network is 
the security of the internal PCs. You'll 
need to be exceptionally careful to 
ensure that any shared folders are 
properly secured, with permissions 
configured for users on your network. 
To that end, you might also want to 
consider installing firewall software 
(such as ZoneAlarm) on all of your 
internals PCs, and then only allow the 
specific IP addresses on use in your 
network to connect. One can never be 
too careful when it comes to securing 
a wireless network. PCP 
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-> Your problems solved in-depth 


WRITE IN 


Email your questions to: 
pcplushelpdesk@ futurenet.co.uk 
Or write to: HelpDesk, PC Plus, 

30 Monmouth Street 

Bath BAl 2BW 

Or fax: 01225 732295 


HELP US HELP YOU! 


We get thousands of emails each 
month, so please send your 
messages to the correct address. 
Email SuperDisc problems to 
pcplus.support@futurenet.co.uk 


FILES ON SUPERDISC 


CONTENT FILTERING 


For a firewall to work, it needs 
rules. All good firewalls work 
on the principle that if it isn't 
explicitly permitted, it's 
dropped. If it is permitted (and 
checks out okay) it's allowed, 
and if it’s denied, it's dropped. 
In addition to the packet 
headers containing the correct 
information, firewalls look at 
the data content as well. URL 
blocking is fairly standard, 
but firewalls can also block 
out web pages containing 
specific words, or even allow 
all content from a trusted 
domain list. These access 
controls can follow a schedule 


Any files referred to in 
this HelpDesk will be 
included on this month's 
packed SuperDisc 


on a daily and or weekly cycle. 


More on the SuperDisc. 








More and more people are signing up to permanently-on Internet 
services. Paul Grosse helps halt potential network weaknesses 


roadband is a phenomenon that provides 

an affordable Internet connection with 
increased bandwidth, which is permanently 
on. Anybody who uses this knows that it’s very 
convenient to be able to open a browser and look at 

a Site without having to wait for a dial-up connection to 
establish itself. It's also reassuring to know that whilst 


you're online, it isn't costing you loads of money. 

However, anybody can attack your system at any 
time, from anywhere on the planet. They can snoop 
around, install malicious software, steal your data and 
destroy your system. In order to stop this behaviour, 
people use a special type of gateway between their 
network and the Internet — a firewall. 





PERIMETER SECURITY 
Which firewall? 


I'm about to sign up to 

broadband, which is of course, 
on all of the time. However, I'm 
concerned that anybody can 
vandalise my system or steal my 
personal details. As a result of 
this, | would like to use a firewall. 
There seem to be a lot of types 
and a great deal of conflicting 
information about them. Could you 
clarify the situation please? 
Andrew Worthington 


Theres a lot of confusion about 

firewalls, what they can do and 
where you should put them. Originally, 
a firewall was (and still is) a wall 
between the engine of an aircraft and 
the passenger compartment. Should 
a fire break out, it won't cook the 
aeroplanes occupants before the pilot 
can find a safe place to land. In the 
computing sense, its a device that 
forms a barrier between the potentially 
hostile environment of the Internet 
(analogous to the engine 
compartment) and your internal 
network. Its definition is quite simple 
as it has only one job to do — to allow 
or deny the passage of network traffic 
from one network to the other. All of 
the rest is administration. 


Network traffic 

First of all, a little bit about network 
traffic. Information that you see on 
your computer forms the top of a 
layered stack structure (the ‘OSI stack’ 
which has 7 layers). However, this 

is usually simplified to a 5-layer 
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Firewalls are invisible from the outside unless you make them visible. This 
is seen by probing it from the inside of the network — too many time-outs. 


stack (which is what we shall consider 
here. Check out the files on the 
SuperDisc for more details). 

At the top, (layer 5), theres the 
Application Layer’, where functionality 
such as HTTP FTP SMTP SNMP and 
Telnet occur. When you want to 
communicate with another machine, 
this layer slaps a header on the data 
and passes it down to the next layer: 
the ‘Transport Layer’ (layer 4). Here, 
TCP and UDP pick up the data, slap 
another header on it and pass it 
down to the Internet Layer (3) where 
IP ARP and RARP work. This then 
goes down to the Network Access 
Layer, where a CRC is added. Layer 1, 
is the Physical Layer, where the 
information as well as the added 
headers and the CRC is chopped 
up into packets and transmitted across 


copper wire, or down optical fibre. 

Its worth noting that not every layer 
always adds a header. When it gets to 
the receiving machine, it passes up 
each layer, losing its headers and 
having various tests carried out to see 
that its all there. If it fails a test, the 
data is resent until finally, it gets to 
the application layer. Thus, each layer 
talks to the corresponding layer on the 
other machine as though the layers 
below didnt exist. 


Firewall generations 

There are various types of firewall, 
and thus different ways of doing the 
job. These are usually considered to 
form 3 generations: 


EJ The first generation of firewalls are 
simple packet filters, looking at the 


= http://forum.pcplus.co.uk 


packet header at the network layer, 
and deciding whether or not to allow 
the packet through based on the 
source and destination addresses. 
They ‘te configured so that only 
requests originating from the internal 
network are allowed through. Although 
they're extremely fast (primarily 
because they arent doing very much 
computing), these are fairly simple for 
hackers to break through by forging the 
packet headers. 


E In response to this, a second 
generation of firewall was invented, 

a proxy. This takes the traffic and 
reassembles it, stripping away the 
headers and doing the checks up to 
the Application Layer until the complete 
file transfer has completed. Then, if it 
passes a number of examinations (for 
viruses or disallowed content for 
example with a different inspector for 
each protocol), new packets are 
generated for the data (without the 
extra rubbish) and sent to the recipient. 
Although very secure, this takes a great 
deal of computing power and is 
relatively slow when theres a lot of 
network traffic. 


E In order to solve the problem of 
speed, without sacrificing too much 
security, a third generation of firewalls 
was patented by Checkpoint in the 
1990s. Stateful, Multi-Layer Inspection 
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Third generation firewall appliances like 
this SonicWALL make small businesses 
and serious home users more secure. 


(SMLI) looks at the packet headers at 
the network layer for each layer and 
keeps in memory the header 
information. As the traffic goes through, 
if it turns out that things dont match 
up, that connection is dropped. The 
computing requirements for Third 
Generation firewalls are a lot lower 
than those for Second Generation. 
Packets aren't rebuilt, just inspected 
and allowed through. Although fast, 
the more content-checking a Third 
Generation Firewall does, the more 
like a Second Generation Firewall it 
becomes. For many applications, Third 
Generation firewalls provide a good 
balance between speed and security. 
Recently, the term ‘Multi-Layer’ has 
been dropped causing confusion. 


Location, location, location 

There are essentially three places to put 
a firewall. Each of these depend upon 
the circumstances between the 
networks. These may be either, a 
dedicated Hardware Appliance, on a 
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dedicated machine as a Software 
Firewall, or on the computer that youre 
using as a Desktop Firewall. 

Hardware Appliances, such as the 
SonicWALL have only ethernet 
connections on them, and are usually 
configured through a browser interface 
on the internal network. They're 
dedicated machines that are optimised 
to do just their job and are the most 
secure as there are less vulnerabilities 
on them. Software Firewalls, such as 
the Symantec Enterprise Firewall, run 
on a dedicated computer, which has 
to have a hardened OS. Hardening an 
OS involves keeping up-to-date with 
all of the latest patches and fixes. 

A possible vulnerability with these 
firewalls is that having a capable 
computer around is too much of a 
temptation. Some people install other 
programs on them which can then be 
attacked, compromising the integrity of 
the firewall. 

Desktop Firewalls run on the 
machine that youre using and are ideal 
for people who cant afford (or don't 
want to pay for) a separate machine. 
The big problem with them is that 
they te not even running on a 
hardened OS and they're running a 
multitude of other programs. As if that 
wasnt enough, users tend to be home 
users who arent up-to-date with all of 
the latest patches, so tend to be even 
more at risk. PCP 


Jobs and tools — more than just a firewall 


Firewalls often offer extra services. Here's some of them 


In addition to dropping or allowing 
traffic, there are a number of 
administrative jobs that go with the 
territory. Many people aren't allocated 
specific IP addresses, so maintenance of 
one using DHCP (Dynamic Host 
Configuration Protocol) is an option. 
Also, to stop people guessing your 
network topology, you can use NAT 
(Network Address Translation) to make 
all traffic appear to originate from one 
source. Filtering web content and 
blocking URLs is one thing, but firewalls 
can also filter content for viruses as 
well. There are also a number of tools — 
DNS and reverse DNS lookup, Ping, and 
TraceRoute — so that you can inspect 


the log and glean information from it. 

There are also two main 
configurations of firewall — ‘dual- 
homed’ and ‘tri-homed’. A dual homed 
firewall caters for two networks (LAN 
and Internet) but a tri-homed firewall 
allows two LANs — one of which is 
called a DMZ (DeMilitarised Zone). 
Using one of these allows you to have 
all of your web servers on one network 
and your LAN on the other. 

Another use for firewalls is to protect 
an internal network whilst a Virtual 
Private Network (VPN) is in use. A VPN 
is analogous to a steel-reinforced 
concrete tunnel between your 
company’s firewall (and hence its 


network) and your home machine. 
However, there's no point having this 
structure if the home computer is as 
secure as a rotting wooden shack. 
Home computers are a great risk to 
corporate networks. With this in mind, 
some companies issue their tele- 
workers with a firewall to protect their 
home networks. Some of these 
firewalls are tri-homed with the work 
computer on one interface and the 
home network on the other. 

One warning. Even the most secure 
firewall only controls what it sees at the 
perimeter. It all goes to waste if the MD 
uses an unprotected dial-up connection 
on his office machine. E 
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Here is a short guide to 

some of the terms used: 

OSI — Open Standards 
Interconnect. 

HTTP — The World Wide Web. 
FTP — File Transfer Protocol. 
SMTP — Email protocol. 

SNMP — Network 
management. 

TELNET — Remote 

computer control. 

TCP — Transmission Control 
Protocol, error checking 

and re-sending. 

UDP — User Datagram Protocol 
(connectionless service). 

MAC — Medium Access 
Control (a unique address 

of interface cards). 

IP — Internet Protocol (packet 
addressing for routers). 

ARP — Address Resolution 
Protocol (finding MAC address 
from IP address). 

RARP — Reverse ARP (finding 
IP address from MAC address). 
CRC — Cyclic Redundancy 
Check (aka error checking). 





Look up an IP address by 
dragging and dropping it into 
the DNS Name Lookup page 
in the other browser. 
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Microsoft appeals to the SME market 


icrosoft has unveiled the small 
business version of its latest Windows 
Server 2003 operating system. Dubbed 
Windows Small Business Server 2003, 
(reviewed issue 209, p148) the product bundles 
the core OS with groupware, fax, security and 
database applications to create a suite for small 
and medium sized (SME) firms. 

According to the Redmond giant, the offering 
has a “new level of simplicity” which is 





Microsoft's Veghte claims 
that Small Business Server 
brings enterprise 
computing to SMEs. 








MD has finally released its long-anticipated 
Athlon 64 processor, claiming that the 
offering is the industry's first 64-bit Windows- 

compatible processor. 

The Athlon 64 CPU architecture, which is 
based on the same technology as AMD's 
high-end Opteron workstation and server 
chips, will be used to support three versions 
of the processor; for desktops, laptops, and 
a third version dubbed Athlon 64 FX, for high 
powered gaming. 

The chip manufacture said that the Athlon 
64 chips could be rolled out with far less 
disruption than Intel's rival Itanium offerings. 
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designed to appeal to the 
“underserved” SME 
market, where companies 
typically have very little 
or even no full time 
dedicated IT staff. 

Tony Lock, chief 
analyst at Bloor Research 
told PC Plus that although 
Microsoft's attempts at 
making the product 
simple to install were 
to be welcomed, the 
complexity of configuring 
adequate OS and 
groupware security 
shouldn't be 
underestimated. 

“Nothing is fool-proof because fools are so 
ingenious,” Lock said. “Anything that makes 
setting up a small business IT system easier is 
to be applauded. However this type of product 
is only at step one or step one and a half, as the 
usual general principles need to be applied.” 

The operating system bundle, which can 
support up to 50 client computers, comes in 
two editions: Standard and Premium. Both 
feature the Windows Server 2003 operating 
system, Microsoft's Exchange Server 2003 
groupware product, fax tools and the firm's 


This is because they're capable of running 
existing 32-bit products such as Windows 

and Office, as well as next generation 64- 
bit software. 

However, analyst firm Gartner warned 
that AMD has a long way to go before it 
begins to eat into Intel's market dominance. 

“The Athlon family will get an aggressive 
upgrade with the introduction of AMD's 
Hammer architecture to the product line. If the 
upgrade falls short of expectations, Intel will 
certainly enjoy a subtle lift in revenue and 
profit,” warned Martin Reynolds, who is vice 
president in Gartner's Dataquest organisation. 
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Dubbed Windows Small Business Server 2003, the 
product bundles the core OS with groupware, fax, 
secuirty and database applications for SME firms. 


SharePoint collaboration suite. While this is all 
that’s shipped with the standard edition, the 
Premium version comes with SQL Server 2000 
database, FrontPage 2003 and Microsoft Internet 
Security and Acceleration Server (ISA Server). 
Bill Veghte, corporate vice president of the 
Windows Server Group at Microsoft, claimed 
the OS and bundled applications “delivers the 
benefits of enterprise-quality computing” to 
small businesses. 


PROCESSING rr 


AMD unveils its first 64-bit Windows CPU 








AMD has unveiled what it claims is the first 64-bit 
Windows-compatible CPU. 





BT price cuts 
‘conclude’ Oftel probe 


ftel has welcomed BT's decision to 

further cut the prices of its 
wholesale broadband Datastream 
product, which is used by other 
operators to offer broadband 
connections to Internet service 
providers (ISPs). 

The watchdog said BT's decision 
ends its investigation into the teclo’s 
alleged abuse of its ownership of the 
local loop to fix prices. 

BT's move comes after it already cut Datastream prices by £0.70 in 
May of this year. The latest round of price reductions will see the telco 
further reduce charges by £0.50 a line. 

According to Oftel, the latest price cuts were prompted in part by its 
investigation to establish whether price cuts to the telco's IPStream end 
to end broadband product for ISPs were such that operators purchasing 
BT's Datastream product were unable to compete effectively. 

David Edmonds, Oftel’s Director General of Telecommunications said: 
“I welcome BT's decision to cut its headline Datastream prices by a 
further £0.50 a line. | am now able to conclude this investigation 
without taking further action.” 


~ BT's broadband price cuts end 
Oftel’s long-running probe. 
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WLAN uptake to 
double by 2006 


Wises Lan (WLAN) adoption is rocketing in businesses of all 
sizes, and global hardware sales will double from $1.6 billion 
last year to $3.2 billion in 2006, industry analysts have predicted. 

According to market watcher Infonetics, WLAN sales reached 
$608 million in 2003 and will continue growing to $661 million in 2004. 

“Wireless Lans will continue to show solid growth in all enterprise 
markets in upcoming quarters, and access point products in particular 
will increasingly be designed to target either of these markets,” 
said Infonetics Research's Richard Webb, lead analyst of the report. 

Infonetics found that Cisco and its division Linksys each have 14 
per cent of the worldwide total global WLAN hardware revenue 
market share. 

Other leading vendors, 
according to the analyst firm, 
include Buffalo, NETGEAR, 
and D-Link, each with between 
9 per cent and 11 per cent 
of total revenue share. 

Also, all of these vendors 
perform very strongly in 
the gateway segment 

in particular. 
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Analysts reveal that WLAN uptake is 
rocketing across all market sectors. 











PEDESTAL SERVER 


Fujitsu Siemans 


Primergy TX200 


EXPERT REVIEWS 











The Primergy is a well specified server at a reasonable price with the build 
quality, fault tolerance and management tools to handle critical applications 


PRICE £2 802 (£2,385 ex VAT) 
INFO wwwfujitsu-siemens.com 
SUPPLIER Fujitsu Siemens 
0800 004 003 

WARRANTY Three-years on-site 


CPU 2x Intel Xeon 2.66GHz 

RAM 1.5GB PC2100 ECC Registered 
HDD 4x 34GB Maxtor Atlas Ultra320 
MOTHERBOARD Fujitsu-Siemens 
CORE LOGIC ServerWorks GC-LE 
OTHER HARDWARE Dual AIA/100 
Embedded Adaptec AIC-7902W 
Ultra320 SCSI Adaptec ASR-2120S 
PCI Ultra320 RAID Controller 
COMMS Integrated Broadcom 
NetXtreme Gigabit adaptor, Intel 
PRO 1000/MT PCI card 
SOFTWARE Adaptec Storage 
Manager and Fujitsu Siemens 
ServerView Suite 








imed at workgroup and 
branch office applications, 
the TX200 represents the 
middle ground in Fujitsu Siemens’ ever 
increasing range of pedestal servers. 

The first thing of note is the lack of 
distinctive green front panel, which was 
a throwback to the Siemens product 
range prior to its merger with Fujitsu. 
In its place, you have the same sliding 
panel arrangement, but these are fitted 
with a sleeker metal mesh. They‘e still 
just as awkward to remove, though. To 
access the hard disk hot-swap bays 
you have to lever off the lower panel, 
whilst keeping the upper panel out of 
the way. That aside, the TX200 exhibits 
the overall excellent build quality we've 
come to expect from this company. The 
chassis is extremely solid and came 
supplied with two 400W redundant 
power supplies. 

With the lockable side panel out 
of the way, you'll find an equally well- 
designed interior with the Fujitsu- 
Siemens motherboard occupying most 
of the available space behind the disk 
bays. The system came equipped with 
a pair of Intel Xeon 2.66GHz processors 
fitted with mighty active tower 
heatsinks and teamed up with a 
generous 1.5GB of PC2100 memory. 
The six DIMM sockets are located 
above the processors and memory can 
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ServerView provides plenty of remote 
server management tools, with a useful 
range of recovery tools. 


be expanded to a maximum of 12GB. 
A large plastic air-duct covers the 
processors, and is easy enough to 
remove for maintenance or upgrades. 
The four cooling fans in the cage 
behind are also hot-swappable, but 
you'll have to remove the fiddly power 
connectors before they can be 
withdrawn. The motherboard is 
equipped with the standard range of 
embedded components, with general 
SCSI services handled by an Adaptec 
7902W dual-channel Ultra320 chipset. 
However, this lies idle, as the price 
includes a single channel Adaptec ASR- 
2120S PCI RAID controller card which 
supports RAID-O, -1, -10, -5, -50 and 
JBOD arrays. The four 34GB Maxtor 
drives were configured as a single 


136GB RAID-0 stripe which delivers 
improved performance but no storage 
fault tolerance. However, the drive cage 
can handle up to six removable hard 
disks, so your storage options are 
extensive. Adaptec’s browser-based 
Storage Manager provides local and 
remote array administration tools and 
can send an email warning if an array 
error or failure occurs. Network 
connection duties are split between 
the embedded Broadcom NetXtreme 
Gigabit adaptor and an Intel PRO 
1000/MT PCI card. Despite being from 
different manufacturers, the Broadcom 
Advanced Control Suite software does 
allow them to be teamed together for 
fault tolerant or load balance links. 

The bundled ServerStart utility gets 
installation off to a flying start with a 
bootable CD-ROM providing the tools 
to configure the server and RAID 
controllers, and build driver disks. It can 
also lead you through installing your 
chosen operating system with easy 
Steps for loading drivers, configuring 
disk partitions and entering all OS 
parameters. There are no options 
currently provided for Windows Server 
2003, however. General server 
management is handled by the 
ServerView utility and any system with 
the agent installed can be selected 
from the main server list for remote 
monitoring. System attributes such as 
memory usage and storage can be 
viewed, although the information on 
offer is more limited than products 
such as HP's Insight Manager. Despite 
this, it does provide a useful range of 
recovery tools, allowing you to decide 
how a server should react in the event 
of an error or failure. Sets of custom 
thresholds can be applied to individual 
servers. This enables you to monitor 
different areas of interest, including 
Operating temperatures or memory and 
processor utilisation, and link these to 
ServerView’ comprehensive web- 
based Alarm Service. 

Fujitsu Siemens has always offered 
a solid range of workgroup servers, and 
the Primergy TX200 continues this 
tradition of extremely high quality. 
Dave Mitchell 


FUJITSU SIEMENS 
PRIMERGY TX200 


FOR AGAINST 

V Build quality X Fiddly front panels 
V Fault tolerance 

V Remote management 


Value 009000000 


Features 





009000099 
Performance @0 000000900900 


OVERALL 
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t may be master of the 

removable storage device, 

but lomega spotted a 
slowdown in this market some time 
ago and swiftly diversified by moving 
into the NAS (network attached storage 
market) at the end of 2002. Not one to 
take half measures it started its assault 
on the likes of Snap Appliances with a 
comprehensive range of rack mount 
systems targeting small businesses 
and enterprises. 

The NAS A305m represents the 
entry point of lomegas impressive 
Storage portfolio and delivers 240GB 
of RAID protected storage. Theres not 
a great deal to see under the lid with 
a compact SiS motherboard fitted at 
the rear and equipped with a single 
2GHz Celeron processor and 
accompanied by 256MB of PC2100 
memory whilst storage is dealt with 
by a triplet of fixed 82GB IBM Deskstar 
drives. The board only has the standard 
dual IDE interfaces, so one of the drives 
is designated as a slave device and 
shares one of the IDE interfaces. RAID 
is implemented in software and with 
three drives up for grabs you can opt 
for RAID-O, -1 and -5 arrays, although 
without any hot-swap capabilities the 
system will have to be powered down 
to replace a faulty drive. For the 
network connection you have an 
embedded 10/100BaseIX adaptor, but 
the single PCI slot is occupied by a 
Realtek Gigabit Ethernet card. Note that 
SCSI isn’t a feature and no external 
ports are provided for adding a tape 
drive for local back-up. (see page 150). 


Discovery details 

lomega’s Discovery utility makes light 
work of installation as it displays any 
appliances it encounters on the 
network. Pick one from the list and 
you can modify its IP address or move 
directly to a web browser for further 
remote configuration and 
management. At the time of writing 
lomega had announced its 
commitment to support Windows 
Storage Server 2003 (SS2003, reviewed 
page 151) but unlike Evesham, had yet 
to deliver. For the moment your choice 
is limited to the power of Windows 
2000 Server. However, this is no bad 
thing and if features such as the 
Volume Shadow Copy Service, Virtual 
Disk Services and Multi-Path I/O don't 
impress then this OS will be quite 
adequate for the demands of most 
small to medium businesses. 

The browser interface is virtually 
identical to that provided with SS2003 
and is just as easy-to-use. Security 
is good as local user, domain 
authentication and access control 
lists can be implemented while disk 
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The browser interface 
is virtually the same as 


NAS APPLIANCE 


lomega NAS A305m 


that offered by Windows 
Storage Server 2003. 








lomega is now a force to be reckoned with in the NAS market, 
extending its successful assault on small businesses and enterprises 





The bundled Discovery utility makes 
light work of network installation by 
displaying any appliances it encounters. 


quotas can be used to enforce space 
limitations on selected volumes or for 
specific users. You can also use passive 
quotas for reporting purposes which 
merely log any storage transgressions 
but don't block users from accessing 
more disk space. Some features such 
as network interface configuration and 
disk volume creation can only be 
accessed using a Remote Desktop 
session but this is simple enough to 
access and is a feature that has been 
carried across to SS2003. 


Secure back-up 

Back-up options are more limited 
as the appliance doesn't have the 
Persistent Storage Manager option 
installed. This is the predecessor to 
the Volume Shadow Copy and is 
used to take snapshot images of 
selected volumes. Instead, you'll 


have to rely on the trusty old NTBackup 
utility which is looking decidedly long 
in the tooth now. However, you can 
secure workstation data to the 
appliance with lomega’s Automatic 
Backup software which is provided 
with an unlimited user license and 
runs a local utility on each system 
that monitors disks for any file 
changes and automatically secures 
modifications in real time or at 
specified intervals. 

lomega has certainly made its 
mark on the NAS appliance market 
with a distinctively designed and 
well built product range. Bear in 
mind that the A305m doesnt 
offer any hot-swap capabilities and 
it may be worth waiting for the extra 
features offered in Microsoft's new 
storage OS. Otherwise, this storage 
appliance looks good value for 
small businesses. 
Dave Mitchell 


IOMEGA NAS A305m 
FOR AGAINST 
V Low cost X Drives aren't hot-swap 
VY Build quality X No SCSI support 
V Good remote 
management 


009000090900 
00900000 
Performance @ 0000009 


OVERALL 


Value 


Features 
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CEID 
CEOD 
CZO 


PRICE £1,409 (£1,199 ex VAT) 
INFO www.iomega.com 
SUPPLIER lomega Europe 

0207 216 0003 

WARRANTY [hree-years on-site 


CPU 2GHz Intel Celeron 

RAM 256MB PC2100 

HDD 3x 82GB IBM Deskstar 

HDD CONTROLLER Dual ATA /100 
COMMS 10/100BaseTX, 

RealTek Gigabit PCI Card 

OS Windows 2000 Server 





EXPERT REVIEWS 





NETWORK INKJET PRINTER 


Hewlett Packard Business Inkjet 1100dtn 


HP's new inkjet is a great option for small businesses that require good quality colour printing, but can't afford a laser 


PRICE £219 (£186 ex VAT) 
INFO www.hp.com 
SUPPLIER Hewlett Packard 
0845 270 4222 
WARRANTY One-year RIB 


PRINTER TYPE Four-colour inkjet 
RESOLUTION 1200x1200dpi 
(mono and colour) 

SPEED 75ppm mono, /ppm colour 
CARTRIDGE LIFE 1,750 pages per 
cartridge at 5 per cent coverage 
PRINT HEAD LIFE 16,000 pages 
(black), 24,000 pages (colour) 
INTERFACE USB, Jetdirect 200M 
10/100BaseIX 


LASER PRINTER 








T he high running costs for 
inkjet printers generally make 
them poor choices for high volume 
business use. However, HP intend 
to turn this fact into a myth with the 
latest Business Inkjet 1100. It largely 
achieves this with mono prints 
costing 1.8p per page, whilst a 
splash of colour ups this to 72p 

per page. Iwo options are available 
and the fully featured 1100dtn on 
review adds a Jetdirect network 
print server and an extra 250-sheet 
lower tray to the standard features. 
This includes a duplexer module 


which slots neatly on the back of 
the main unit. 

The 1100 uses four pressurised 
ink cartridges which remain static 
under a hinged cover to one side, 
and are connected by tubes to the 
print head carriage. Each print head 
monitors the supply and activates 
a plunger on the relevant ink 
cartridge when it requires a re-fill. 
This arrangement reduces the weight 
of the carriage allowing print speeds 
to be increased. HP's set-up wizard 
makes light work of installation and 
you get a handy toolbox to play 
with. This keeps a close eye on 
consumables. The driver offers 
plenty of double-sided and tiled 
printing options for creating booklets 
and posters. 

The 1100 puts in fair turn of speed 
in normal mode with both a large 
Word document and a full colour 
presentation falling into the output tray 
at a rate of 6.5ppm. Patience is required 
for photographic images at the top 
interpolated resolution of 
4 800x1,200dpi. Although overall 


Hewlett Packard Laserjet 1012 


This may be a sleek personal laser with a good turn of speed, but running costs are uncomfortably high for the SOHO market 


PRICE £169 (£144 ex VAT) 
INFO Hewlett Packard 
SUPPLIER www.hp.com 
0845 270 4222 
WARRANTY One-year RTB 


PRINTER TYPE Mono laser 
RESOLUTION 600x600dpi 
SPEED 14ppm 

PROCESSOR 133MHz RISC 
MEMORY 8MB 

CARTRIDGE LIFE 2,000 pages 
INTERFACE USB 











© ewlett Packard has held the 
lions share of the personal 

laser market for more years than Its 
competition cares to remember. 
However, never one to be accused of 
resting on its laurels, HP has brought 
out yet another range of Laserjets 
designed for single users and small 
offices. The 1012 offers a 14ppm print 
speed and along with the marginally 
Slower 1010, comes equipped with 8MB 
of memory and relies on the host PC to 


do all the print processing. The 1015 has 


16MB of memory and also offers HP 
PCL5e emulation. 
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Speed queen 

Build quality is up to the usual HP 

high standards, with the sturdy, 

compact chassis offering both a 

150-sheet standard paper tray and 

a single sheet feeder for heavier 

media. A modest selection of 

options is provided in the driver 

panel, as you can use manual 

duplexing for printing on both 

sides of a page, place multiple 

pages on a single sheet and add 

watermarks. Apart from selecting either 

600dpi or simulated 1200dpi 

resolutions, however, theres little else 

to play with. During testing we found 

HP’s speed claims (as usual) were on 

the money with the 1012 delivering a 

30-page Word document at an average 

of 14.5ppm. With an 866MHz Pentium Ill 

equipped host system doing all the leg 

work, we also saw a 40-page heavily 

formatted document with graphics and 

photographs dropping tidily in the 

upper output bin at a rate of 13.5ppm. 
Overall print quality at 600dpi 

was good with text crisp and sharp 

at all font sizes, and although graphics 


quality is very good with no banding, 
an A4 picture took nearly 12 minutes 
to be delivered. 

The Business Inkjet range is by 
no means new, as the original 2000C 
model was introduced over five years 
ago. However, the 1100dtn successfully 
continues the family tradition of 
delivering laser quality printing and 
performance at personal printer prices, 
and the duplex unit and print server 
will inevitably prove extremely useful 
for small businesses. 
Dave Mitchell 


HEWLETT PACKARD 
BUSINESS INKJET 1100dtn 


FOR AGAINST 

V Duplex unit 

V Network print server 

V Good overall print 
quality and speed 


Value 009000009000 


X Very slow at 
maximum resolution 





Features 009000000900 
Performance AAE) 








and photographs had good detail 

and no banding, you'll be hard-pushed 
to spot any differences between the 
two resolutions. 


The spanner 

Unfortunately, the spanner in HP's 
works is the toner cartridge. It only lasts 
for 2,000 pages at five per cent 
coverage, but the price tag of £5/ 
returns uncharacteristically high printing 
costs of 2.85p per page, making this a 
poorer choice for business use. 

Dave Mitchell 


HEWLETT PACKARD 
LASERJET 1012 


FOR AGAINST 
V Good print quality X Surprisingly high 
V Well built printing costs 


Value 009000 





0090000090 
Performance @ 000000900900 


Features 


OVERALL 
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ETHERNET SWITCHING CHASSIS 


3COM Switch 7700 


The 7700 executes a clean re-entry into the core switching market, but will the company last the course? 





PRICE £16,127 (£13,725 ex VAT) 
INFO www.3com.co.uk 
SUPPLIER 3Com 01442 43 8000 


CAPACITY 96Gb/s backplane 
PORTS Supports up to 288 
10/100BaseIX or 48 Gigabit Ethernet 
POWER 2 redundant supplies 
ROUTING 32K MAC address table, 
4096 802.1q VLANs, Layer 3 routing, 
64K IP routing entries, 8 hardware 
queues per port 

OTHER Switch fabric module with 
256MB of memory, quad fan tray 


NAS APPLIANCE 


Westek Technology RT210 


Q he introduction of the Switch 
7700 marks 3Coms5 return to 

the enterprise core switching market 
after a three year absence. With this 
latest offering, it comes in with all 
guns blazing and some serious 
competition for Cisco. This seven-slot 
chassis offers some impressive features 
for the price. It delivers Layer 2 
switching and Layer 3 routing, and 
supports a wide range of Ethernet port 
options. The starter kit includes the 
chassis, which comes equipped with 
the backplane, two out of the three 
possible redundant power supplies, 
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a hot-swap fan tray and the all- 
important switching fabric module 
installed in the top slot. The remaining 
Slots accept any port modules. 3Com 
offers an extensive range including 48- 
port 10/100BaseTX (£3,117), 24-port 
100BaseFX (£5,613) plus 8-port Gigabit 
options for 1000BaseT (£2,181) and 
1000BasexX (£2,181). The latter will 
require T, SX, LX or LH GBICs installed 
as well, however. 

Each port module has Its own 
processor and buffer memory so any 
traffic bound for other ports on the 
same module is locally switched and 
kept off the chassis backplane. With 
a 96Gb/s backplane handling inter- 
module switching 3Com believes that 
the 7700 is ready for the next 
generation of 10-Gigabit products. 

Forget about remote web browser 
management access, as 3Com isn't 
planning on implementing this until 
late next year — if at all, and support 
for its Network Supervisor utility will 
only be made available early in 
2004. All access for configuration is 
currently limited to the CLI (command 





line interface) which can also be 
fired up remotely from a Telnet session. 
Its no less complicated than Cisco's 
IOS interface, but it's here that you 
see the high level of quality features 
on offer. These include extensive 
traffic prioritisation tools, strong 
security with support for ACLs, 802.1x 
port and RADIUS authentication, 

and multi-protocol routing to name 
but a few. The 7700 also integrates 
with 3Coms XRN technology which 
aims to extend high levels of fault 
tolerance across the entire network. 
Dave Mitchell 


3COM SWITCH 7700 
FOR AGAINST 
V Good value X CLI management only 


V High port density 
V Layer 3 routing 


Features 0090009000900 


Performance AAA Ae) 
OVERALL 8) 





A smart desktop storage solution with hot-swap IDE drives and a much nicer price tag than equivalent Snap Appliance products 





PRICE £750 (£638 ex VAT) 
INFO www.westekuk.com 
SUPPLIER Westek Technology 
01225 790600 


CPU VIA 800MHz 

RAM 128MB PC133 SDRAM 

HDD INTERFACE Dual ATA 

/100 hot-swap 

RAID Software enabled RAID-0 or -1 
COMMS 1x 10/100BaseIX, 

1x 10/100/1000BaseTX 

OS Linux-based on 16MB 
CompactFlash card 





L) arge rack mount NAS appliances 
may be more interesting, but in 
terms of unit sales the most popular 
products offering network storage are 
still the smaller single and dual disk 
systems. The RT210 from Westek 
Technologies is one such device that 
delivers a simple plug-and-go network 
storage solution that won't look out of 
place on a desktop or bookcase. 

This sleek package scores heavily 
over the more common Snap Server 
1100 and 2200 (see PC Plus 209, p143) 
as it provides hot-swap capabilities 
for IDE drives — if one fails, you just 


open the front panel, slide it out, 
drop a new drive in the carrier and 
pop it back in. Its that simple. 
Obviously, this is only possible with 

a RAID-1 mirrored array, but RAID-0 
Striped arrays are supported if you 
want more storage and less fault 
tolerance. The RT210 is also better 
value than the Snap Server 2200, as 
even though the price doesn't include 
any hard disks, factoring in a pair of 
120GB models still makes for a much 
lower price. You even get a pair of 
network connections, one of which 
is a high-speed Gigabit Ethernet port. 
A nice touch! 


Get supported 

The RT210 uses a Linux-based OS 
which in this case is stored on a 
16MB CompactFlash card. Installation 
Starts with a discovery utility for 
assigning an IP address. You can then 
use a web browser which provides 
a nicely designed interface with all 
functions accessible from a simple 
tree structure menu to one side. 

You can create local users and 


groups or even utilise existing NT 
2000 domain accounts, configure 
the various disk volumes and RAID 
arrays, and control storage usage by 
implementing disk quotas on a per- 
user or volume basis. Client support 
extends to Windows, NetWare, 
Macintosh and UNIX. The price also 
includes a Data Replicator tool 

for backing up workstation data 

to the appliance at regular intervals, 
and a handy NFP back-up utility for 
securing data on the appliance to 
other storage locations. 

Dave Mitchell 


GER 
WESTEK TECHNOLOGY RT210 


FOR AGAINST 

V Client support X Drives not included 
V Hot-swap drives in price 

V Gigabit Ethernet 


000600060000 


Value 





00900090009000 
Performance AA e) 


Features 
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WIRELESS ADSL ROUTER 


EXPERT REVIEWS 


D-Link DSL-604+ 


The DSL-604+ may have plenty of ADSL connection sharing features, but the 802.11b wireless feature is of limited value 





PRICE £163 (£139 ex VAT) 

INFO www.dlink.co.uk 
SUPPLIER D-Link 020 8731 5555 
WARRANTY 5-years RIB 


CONNECTIVITY 4-port 10/100BaseTX 
Ethernet switch, integrated ADSL 
modem, 802.11b+ wireless access 
point, supports PPPoA, PPPoE, DHCP 
SECURITY NAT, packet filter rules, 
wireless 64/128/256-bit WEP 
encryption, MAC address filtering 
OTHER External power supply, and 
Ethernet cable supplied 


WIRELESS ADSL ROUTER 


O eing a member of D-Link’ 
AirPlus family gives the DSL-604+ 
the dubious honour of supporting 
enhanced 802.11b wireless operations. 
We say this, as the final ratification of 
the 54Mb/s, 802.11g standard in June 
this year, puts a large nail in the coffin 
of the Texas Instrument’s ACX100 
equipped products using PBCC (packet 
binary convolution coding) modulation. 
Furthermore, the higher speeds can 
only be achieved with other wireless 
products using the same chipset, 

and tests indicate that you'll only 

see top speeds of around 6-/Mb/s 





ZyXEL Prestige 650HW 


The Prestige is a versatile ADSL router offering a lot for your money 





PRICE £187 (£159 ex VAT) 
INFO www.zyxel.co.uk 
SUPPLIER Electronic Frontier 
0118 981 0600 

WARRANTY Iwo-years RIB 


CONNECTIVITY 4-port 10/100BaseTX 
Ethernet switch, auto MDI/MDI-X, 
integrated ADSL modem, supports 
PPPoA, PPPoE, DHCP 

SECURITY NAT, packet filter rules, 
RADIUS, 802.1x. Wireless 64/128 -bit 
WEP encryption, SSID masking, 
MAC/IP address filtering 

OTHER External power supply, 
Ethernet and serial cables supplied 








O yXEL has made a point of 
specialising in the xDSL market 
and offers a mass of products ranging 
from simple modems right up to 
DSLAMs (DSL access multiplexers) 

for ISPs. The extensive Prestige 600 
range delivers an impressive range 

of ADSL solutions aimed at home 
users and small businesses. The 
650HW on review amalgamates 
Internet broadband connection sharing 
over wired and wireless connections. 
You get an integrated ADSL modem 
and a four port Ethernet switch, 

while a slot in the side of this 
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as opposed to the theoretical 22Mb/s. 
That aside, the 604+ offers a 
comprehensive collection of 
broadband-related features for the 
price, with an integral ADSL modem, 
four-port Ethernet switch and a 
wireless access point providing the full 
range of Internet connection sharing 
possibilities. Security options are 
reasonably good, as firewall protection 
is provided initially by NAT and a pass- 
through mode allows IPSec and PPTP 
packets to pass, thus allowing VPNs to 
function. One system can be made 
available for public Internet access. 
NAT can be bypassed with a DMZ 
option that supports a single IP 
address, and security can be 
augmented with packet filtering rules. 
Don't expect any help from the 
documentation in setting these up, 


though. SSID masking is not supported, 


but wireless connections can take 
advantage of tougher 256-bit WEP 
encryption. MAC address filtering is 
more flexible than most, as you can 
grant or deny access to specific MAC 
addresses on an individual basis. 


lightweight chassis accepts the 
ZyXEL 802.11b PC Card included in 
the package. Opt to use a Serial port 
and Hyperlerminal combo for a local 
connection, or take advantage of 
the DHCP server and go straight to 
remote web browser access where 
a wizard gets your basic Internet 
access up and running with a few 
simple questions. The browser 
interface is simple enough to use, 
with a neat row of menu options 

to one side. Extensive access controls 
ensure that administrative access is 
locked down tight. 


Security and support 

Wireless security is good with support 
for SSID masking and MAC address 
filtering, plus the usual 64/128-bit WEP 
encryption. Firewall protection centres 
around simple NAT (network address 
translation) and a filtering system 
which allows you to block incoming 
traffic such as FTP HTTP 

or Telnet. However, to change the 

rule sets you need to use a serial 
connection, and these procedures 


Overall build quality is good, but 
we were surprised at the extreme heat 
being generated underneath the unit 
after it had been operating for more 
than a couple of hours. Installation 
Starts from the tidy browser interface, 
where you'll find all functions 
accessible from a neat menu tree 
down one side. Multiple PVC 
(permanent virtual circuits) are 
supported, but most users will add a 
single entry for their ADSL account after 
which they can start sharing the 
Internet connection over the network. 
Dave Mitchell 


D-LINK DSL-604+ 


FOR AGAINST 
V 256-bit WEP X 802.11b+ wireless 
V Good value X Excessive heat 
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are not for the fainthearted. It's here 
that you'll also find theres much more 
to the 650HW than initially meets the 
eye. lt supports RADIUS server and 
802.1x port authentication, while a 
remote node feature allows it to 
connect two LANs together over ADSL. 
It can also function as a back-up 
Internet access device, and port 
forwarding allows web and FIP servers 
to be placed on the LAN. These 
features will more than likely gather 
dust in the average ADSL-equipped 
home or office, though. 

Dave Mitchell 


ZYXEL PRESTIGE 650HW 
FOR AGAINST 
V Easy set-up X Over specified 


V Good security 
V Remote management 
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EXPERT REVIEWS 


NETWORK ATTACHED STORAGE SERVER 


Evesham SilverSTOR 3120 





The SilverSTOR takes an early lead in the NAS server race, with Windows 
Storage Server 2003 sitting comfortably in the driver's seat. It'll be hard to beat! 


PRICE £4,875 (£4,149 ex VAT) 

INFO www.evesham.com 
SUPPLIER Evesham 0870 160 9700 
WARRANTY [hree-years on-site 


CPU 2.4GHz Intel Pentium 4 

RAM 512MB PC2100 ECC Registered 
MOTHERBOARD Intel S845WDI1-E 
HDD 2x 40GB Western Digital WD400 
IDE, 8x 250GB Western Digital 
WD2500)D Caviar SE SATA 

COMMS Dual port Intel 1000/MT PCI 
card, Dual embedded 10/100BaselX 
OS Windows Storage Server 

2003 (Standard Edition) 

OTHER HARDWARE Controller Dual 
ATA/100 Embedded Promise PDC20267 
IDE RAID controller, 3Ware Escalade 
8500-12 64-bit PCI SATA RAID card 





ith the rapidly increasing 

popularity of Serial ATA (SATA) 

disk storage, we didn’t think 
it would be long for this technology 
to be incorporated into network 
attached storage (NAS) appliances. 
Evesham is the first to seize the 
gauntlet with its mighty SilverSTOR 3120. 
Theres much more to this appliance 
than meets the eye, however. Not only 
does it offer support for a massive 
amount of SATA-based storage, but it’s 
also the first through the door at PC 
Plus with Microsoft's Storage Server 
2003 software at the helm. (For a 
complete lowdown of the features 
offered by Microsofts new baby, check 
out the separate review on page 151.) 


A sterling effort 

The SilverSTOR 3U chassis offers 
extremely good build quality and 
comes equipped with three hot- 
pluggable power supplies. Twelve drive 
bays are spread across the front panel. 
The price also includes no less than 
eight 250GB Western Digital SATA drives, 
delivering a total of 21B network 
storage which can be easily increased 
to a whopping 31B, making this one of 
the best value NAS appliances we've 
yet seen. The lid is easily removed and 
underneath you're greeted with a very 
tidy interior. The system is based 
around a simple Intel S845WDI-E entry- 
level server motherboard equipped 
with a 24GHz Pentium 4 processor, 
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The silverSTOR 3U chassis offers great 
build quality and comes equipped with 
three hot-pluggable power supplies. 


and accompanied by 512MB of 
memory. The memory can also be 
upgraded to a total of 2GB. The pair of 
40GB WD400 drives fixed above the 
main drive bays are another smart 
move. These are connected to the 
motherboards IDE channels and look 
after the operating system, leaving the 
SATA drives completely free for general 
data storage duties. Fault tolerance is 
provided for the OS as the IDE drives 
are managed as a RAID-1 mirrored array 
by the on-board Promise controller 
chipset. 

We've already sung the praises of 
3Ware's Escalade 8500 SATA RAID 
controllers (see Issue 207 p146) and 
have no problem with the 12-port 
version fitted in the SilverSTOR. This 
provides everything youd expect to see 
in an equivalent SCSI controller card, 
with support for RAID-O, -1, -10, -5 and 
JBOD arrays, along with hot-swap and 





hot-standby. Network options abound 
as the motherboard offers a pair of 
10/100BaseTX adaptors. These are 
augmented by a dual-port Intel PRO 
1000/MT Gigabit PCI card, and with 
Intels PROSet II utility you can group 
each pair into fault tolerant or load 
balanced teams. One drawback of the 
motherboard is the lack of full-length 
64-bit PCI slots, as both the 3Ware 
controller and Intel network card are 
installed in 32-bit slots which may have 
a minor impact on performance if 
demand is very high. 


A tough act to follow 
With Storage Server 2003 in the driving 
seat, you'll find plenty of quality tools 
for managing networked storage. The 
3Ware controller also comes with Its 
own browser-based management and 
monitoring utility. You can access the 
latter feature from either a Remote 
Desktop session within the main 
Windows management interface, or by 
simply loading a browser on a remote 
system and pointing it at the relevant 
port number on the appliance. Either 
way, you'll find plenty of tools for RAID 
management. You can also keep an 
eye on the status of physical disks and 
arrays, add newly installed disks and 
designate them as hot-standby targets. 
With Storage Server 2005 officially 
launched back in September, we'll no 
doubt be seeing a wide range of NAS 
appliances built around this OS. Dell, 
Fujitsu Siemens, HP lomega and NEC 
are just a few of the big names 
commited. The SilverSTOR 3120 may be 
an early example of this infrastructure, 
but it will be a tough act to follow. Not 
only does it deliver an impressive 
amount of storage and plenty of fault 
tolerance, but it comes in a price that 
will be very hard to beat. 


Dave Mitchell 
PPcPlus verdict 
EVESHAM 
SILVERSTOR 3120 
FOR AGAINST 
V Huge SATA X Drives can't be 


storage potential 
V Excellent value 
V Good fault tolerance 


Value 0090000000 


physically locked 
X No 64-bit PCI slots 





Features 00900000900900 
Performance @0 000000900900 





EXPERT REVIEWS 
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faced with two options with 
regard to powering their NAS 
(Network Attached Storage) appliances: 
Linux or Windows. Traditionally, Linux 
has held sway at both the SMB and 
enterprise levels, but there has been a 
Steady migration towards Windows 
over the past couple of years and the 
release of Windows Storage Server 
2003 (SS2003) looks set to make 
Microsoft's position in the overall NAS 
market even stronger. With Windows 
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Server 2003 at its foundations, it offers 
a solid range of new features, including 
improved security and enhanced 
storage Management tools. 

Along with an inability to act as a 
domain controller, SS2003 isn't 
designed to run local applications such 
as mail servers — you'll have to wait for 
the 2004 version for that. What it can 
do is run third-party applications such 
as antivirus software and back-up 
utilities locally, and this is what will 
differentiate each vendors solutions. 

A major selling point of NAS is its 
ease of installation and tests with the 
Evesham SilverSTOR 3120 (see page 
150) show that Microsoft adheres to 
this philosophy admirably. Network 
installation is simply a case of 
powering up the system and pointing a 
browser at it. The overall look of the 
browser interface will be vendor- 
dependent. However, it hasnt changed 
a great deal from the previous version 
SO It'S just as easy to use. 

The same row of eight tabs is used 
to access each tool and the new 
features are tucked away in the 
relevant categories. You'll find the new 
Volume Shadow Copy Service (VSS) 
option under the Disk tab and this 
takes over from the Persistent Storage 
Manager tool. The VSS for Shared 
Folders feature enables users to access 
up to 64 snapshots of their data. If a 
document created on the appliance 
gets overwritten, they can go back and 
choose an earlier version from the 
shadow copies listed on the appliance. 
This is a great idea but note that the 
Previous Versions client only supports 
Windows XP and above, and Windows 
2000 and 98 SE systems will have to 
use the Shadow Copy client instead. 

All share access is controlled with 
local or domain users and groups. As 
you would expect, Active Directory is 
also supported. Volume and file quotas 
Strictly control disk usage because they 
can limit the amount of space a user 
can access on a volume and send out 
warnings when these thresholds are 
being approached. Passive quotas 
merely log these events but you can 
deny users any more space if the limits 
are exceeded. 





NAS APPLIANCE OPERATING SYSTEM 


Microsoft Storage 
Server 2003 


Microsoft sets its sights on the NAS appliance market by offering storage 
management and security features for small businesses and enterprises 





Some tasks, such as disk management, 
are accessed from a Remote Desktop 
connection to the appliance. 


Directory quotas now appear under 
the Shares tab and are used to limit 
directory or partition disk space, 
irrespective of who is using it. Passive 
and active settings can be applied and 
a wide range of options can be stored 
as policies, applied to different 
directories and can contain a range of 
alert types. The new Data Replication 
tool offers good fault tolerance since it 
enables one $S2003 appliance to be 
duplicated to another, and if one fails 
the other will take over. However, this 
feature isn't included as standard. 

Theres also plenty here for the 
enterprise with support for eight-way 
server clustering, while Microsoft 
provides its Distributed File System, 
Virtual Disk Services and support for 
the iSCSI initiator so vendors only need 


to include the relevant hardware and 
install the appropriate drivers. In 
addition, multi-path I/O enables 
vendors to implement up to 32 
redundant paths to the appliance. 
We've watched Microsoft make 
serious inroads into the NAS market 
over the past year and its easy to see 
why because Windows offers some 
significant advantages over Linux- 
based systems. Windows Storage 
Server 2003 will undoubtedly 
Strengthen this position because It’s 
just as simple to install and configure. It 
also offers an impressive range of 
storage management tools and greater 
security features, as well as easily 
scaling from the small business right 
up to the enterprise. 
Dave Mitchell 


MICROSOFT STORAGE 
SERVER 2003 


FOR AGAINST 

V Easy installation X Some features depend 
and configuration on vendor support 

V Extensive storage 
management tools 
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Older versions of a user's 
files can be viewed and 
restored using the previous 
versions client. 


PRICE Available as an OEM solution 
INFO www.microsoft.com/storage 
SUPPLIER Microsoft 0870 601 0100 


CPU 2.4GHz Pentium 4 
RAM 512MB 
STORAGE 7178 Serial ATA 





NETWORK MANAGEMENT SOFTWARE 


Neon Software LANsurveyor for Windows 72 


LANsurveyor should be a great tool for discovering and mapping your network, but it suffers from some serious problems 





PRICE £400 (£340 ex VAT) 
INFO www.neon.com 
SUPPLIER Networks Unlimited 
01798 87 3001 


CPU Pentium or higher 
RAM 64MB 
OS Windows NT, 2000, XP 


CPU S00MHz Pentium Ill 
RAM 192MB 
OS Windows 2000 Server 


@ ANsurveyor finally makes the 
leap from the Macintosh 
environment to Windows, and in doing 
so it delivers a toolbox of utilities for 
mapping and monitoring your PC 
network. It differs radically from 
CyberGauge (below) by providing a full 
network discovery routine which it uses 
to create a map showing the logical 
layout of your network and the 
connections between devices. It can 
interrogate devices via SNMP (Simple 
Network Management Protocol) but the 
use of local agents called responders 
enable it to interact much more closely 


SNMP DEVICE MONITORING SOFTWARE 


Neon Software Cybergauge 


EXPERT REVIEWS 


with workstations and servers. With a 
responder installed, administrators can 
run hardware and software inventory, 
view system properties and remotely 
monitor and control a system using the 
bundled open source VNC software. 

We found inventory detail provided 
by the responder to be very poor as 
LANsurveyor couldnt differentiate 
between Windows 2000 Server and 
Professional, wasnt aware of dual 
processors, was unable to tell the 
difference between Pentium II and Ill 
processors, didn't discover any SCSI 
devices and, for software, merely 
compiles a list of every executable it 
finds, leaving you to figure out what 
the application actually is. 

SNMP data is available but all you'll 
see are system properties and network 
interface statistics. Deployment over 
large networks is also going to be a 
problem as LANsurveyor expects you 
to go to each workstation and server 
and install the responder and remote 
control tools manually. 

Along with remote control and 
viewing, you get other useful helpdesk 


tools since you can power down or 
restart selected nodes, copy files or 
folders from the management station 
and remotely launch applications. 
Running processes can be terminated, 
but this is of limited value because you 
cant remotely stop and start services. 
Some useful report tools are 
provided for listing installed 
applications, while a Back-Up profiler 
lists all occurrences of specified file 
types, along with the storage capacities 
of selected systems. 
Dave Mitchell 


NEON SOFTWARE 
LANSURVEYOR 7.2 
FOR AGAINST 
V Logical X Very poor 

network mapping inventory accuracy 
V Reporting X No deployment tools 


Value 0090000 
0090000 


Features 


Performance @ 00900 
OVERALL 





Neon provides a simple solution for monitoring network interfaces on any SNMP device, with good alerting and reporting tools 





PRICE £400 (£340 ex VAT) 
INFO www.neon.com 
SUPPLIER Networks Unlimited 
01798 87 3001 


CPU Pentium or higher 

RAM 32MB 

OS Windows 95, 98, NT, 2000, XP 
TARGET Any SNMP-enabled device 


CPU 800MHz Pentium Ill 
RAM 192MB 
OS Windows 2000 Server 
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N) etwork management tools can 
often be stuffed full of features 
that most administrators will probably 
never use. The result of this is that 
there will always be a need for 
products such as Neons CyberGauge, 
which provides a simple, low-cost 
solution for one specific area — 
bandwidth monitoring. 

The most obvious application for 
CyberGauge is Internet connection 
monitoring, but it can be used for a 
wide range of tasks. For example, it can 
keep an eye on any SNMP-enabled 
device so the list can include switches, 


Windows servers, print servers and 
even tape libraries. 

System requirements are minimal 
and CyberGauge only takes a few 
moments to install. Devices can only 
be added to a list manually and 
CyberGauge doesn't offer a network 
discovery routine so you'll need to 
know the IP address or host name of 
the target system beforehand. You can 
create multiple groups of devices and 
save them as configuration files for 
regular use. 

Once you've added a device, 
CyberGauge queries its MIB 
(Management Information Base) and 
displays a rundown on general SNMP 
information and details of all interfaces. 
Selecting the interfaces you want to 
view brings up a graph for each one, 
showing incoming and outgoing traffic. 
The graphs can be customised by 
selecting the speed of the interface but 
things can get a bit cluttered if youre 
viewing more than a few systems. 

CyberGauge scores highly for its 
alerting tools. Thresholds for each 
interface are used to alert you via 


email, network broadcast and SNMP 
trap if utilisation goes above a specific 
value or the node no longer responds. 
Performance data can be exported at 
regular intervals and it can even take 
JPEG snapshots of graphs and save 
them locally or to an FTP server. 
CyberGauge uses sophisticated 
reporting tools to lay out performance 
data in simple text files or to format it 
into smart HTML documents which can 
be used for daily, weekly and monthly 
quality of service reports. 
Dave Mitchell 


NEON SOFTWARE 
CYBERGAUGE 


FOR AGAINST 

V Alerting and reporting X No network 
V Good value discovery tools 
V Very easy-to-use 
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SOHO SET-UP 








Martin Klimes 
goodegg@subdimension.com 


Martin is a master at setting up 
computers in small business 
environments. It has become 

second nature to him 





IT implementation in new businesses neednt be complex. 
Martin Klimeš offers advice for the IT man in a SOHO evironment 


four-stage process: read this article, assess your 

needs, set a realistic budget, and stick to it. In 
the following pages we'll give you food for thought 
and practical guidance in making the most of the 
resources you have. 


Piss together the IT for a small office is a simple 


Smart investment 

Sometimes that doesn’t mean buying things at the 
cheapest price, either. For the SOHO environment in 
particular, man time is precious. If an item is a few 
pennies more but works first time (and carries on 
working correctly for several years) then that may 
be much better value for the business. Consider how 
much each hour of your time is worth. 

Picking hardware is about setting your requirements 
and knowing the difference between the office wanting 
something and needing it. Far from being the techie 
who’s after more toys, the IT man in a small company 
is responsible for being the voice of reason that knows 
when to reign people in (yourself included) from 
unnecessary spending. In order to do this, information 
is vital. A few minutes research can dig up all the 
alternative options in any buying situation, as well as 
their strengths and weaknesses. You’ve started well if 
youre a regular reader of PC Plus. 

For small offices, and especially one-man offices, 
there are some pieces of equipment specifically geared 
to your end of the market. Consider your printer, scanner, 
photocopier and fax machine. These all use the same 
underlying technology, and as a result, there’s now a 
whole class of products which didn’t exist in the early 
days of computing - the MFD (multi-function device). 
MFD’s perform several of those functions in one chassis, 
saving space around the office and saving money 
because you don’t need to buy separate items. Such 
equipment rarely performs any task as well as specialist 
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Buying big brand components may seem expensive, but for 
critical items such as printers it may be worth it. You tend 
to get superb support from the known names. 


kit, but rarely disappoints for regular use. However, 
beware - if there’s a technical problem and 

the MFD stops working, you need to be able to get it 
fixed quickly, or your office will be left without several 
key business tools at the same time. 

Following on from this, consider the running costs 
of the equipment you're putting in place. Printers in 
particular are not that expensive to buy when compared 
with the lifetime cost factor of consumables such as the 
paper, toner, new drum kits, and maintenance costs in 
later life. Most manufacturers supply figures in these 
categories that allow you to do a rough calculation for 
competing models. 

Extended warranties are expensive but may be 
worthwhile for vital business tools that you don’t feel 
comfortable fixing yourself. If you rely on the one laptop 
you've bought with the big display to run all your sales 
presentations at prospective clients’ offices, then a 
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If you want to keep an eye 

on whether staff and 
contractors are abusing email, 
then you'll need to consider 
the following legislation: 

The Data Protection Act 1998 
covers a whole swathe of must 
and must nots. Don't forget 
that each individual has a right 
to a copy of any information 
you keep on file, so keep your 
files tidy at all times. 

The Human Rights Act 1998, 
which expressly states that 
you can’t interfere with a 
person’s right to privacy except 
in certain circumstances, such 
as investigations in the interest 
of preventing crime. 

The Regulation of 
investigatory Powers Act 
2000. This is the one that 
forbids you intercepting any 
communication (not just 
email) without consent. 

Also check the Lawful 
Business Practice Regulations 
2000 which gives more 
detail of what's acceptable 
for a company. 


To avoid having to change 
accounts software any time 
soon, make a big deal of 
making the right choice initially. 





SOHO SET-UP 
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Licensing software is no longer something just for the big 
companies. Unless you register Windows XP for a specific 
machine within 30 days of installation, you lose that PC. 


warranty that will replace it while it’s being repaired 
could save you valuable business. 


Start connected 

Running costs are also important when it comes to 
communications. Email has become such a major 
business utility and the Internet is such a useful 
resource, that it would be a rare business that doesn’t 

go online these days. However, deciding how to go online 
is a tough choice for a small business. 

You'll need a connection to start you off. In urban 
areas, broadband is relatively inexpensive, but if you’re 
rurally based and have no access to ADSL or cable 
broadband, then you might consider ISDN. ISDN offers a 
faster connection than a phone line, but at a higher cost. 

Will a simple phone line do? Don’t forget that several 
people are likely to be using the line at once, and while 
56K surfing is fine if you're the only user, you'll quickly 
become frustrated if your business uses the Internet for 
more than just the occasional bit of market research. 

While hosting your own website isn’t cost effective for 
many small businesses, having some Internet presence 
can bring new business. A small, well-designed site 
doesn’t cost the Earth for a local agency to produce. 

But do ask about the 
on-going costs of 
keeping the site 
maintained - that’s 
where you'll find the 
real sting - and make 
your decision based 


Finance first 
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www.FAST.org.uk is the home of the Federation Against 
Software Theft, which has been protecting software 
developers’ rights since 1984. 





on the return on investment compared with other 
uses of your marketing budget (normally a website isn’t 
an IT expense). 

Having a web presence and a connection to your PCs 
is only the start of the process for getting connected. The 
office will further need the router and infrastructure to 
serve the connection to each PC. If you have more than 
one machine in the office, then you'll need a network and 
some knowledge of where to take things from there. Peer- 
to-peer is the simplest network, but setting up a server 
allows you easier expansion in terms of security, and 
security matters when your whole business depends on it. 


Security matters 
Security is all about sleeping easy at night. That means 
having a firewall in place. It might be just a software 
firewall initially, but a separate hardware solution gives 
a layer of separation between potential hackers and the 
machines that hold your data, and needn’t be expensive. 
It also means having a virus scanner. You can buy 
good solutions over the counter that work well (as long as 
you keep the definitions up to date) for minimal fuss and 
a small annual fee. Alternatively, you can hire a mail 
filtering company to take out your viruses before they 
even hit your machines. They cost a little more in 
monthly fees, but not much more for the extra security 
and the fact that they take the whole headache off you. 
The other bonus of that kind of solution is that they 
cut out the mountain of spam before you ever see it. 
In this day and age, this is an essential device. Spam can 
take hours of time off each employee every week, 


The right financial software could save your company money and man-hours 








Consider your accounting software 
carefully. Without the right financial 
tools, your company is going to get into 
a mess. Finding the right IT element is 
a good way to preempt a broader 
discussion on what financial controls 
and procedures need to be put in place. 
The right investment in the right tools 
when you start looking can save several 
man hours a week in data entry, as 
people struggle to keep on top of the 
numbers and retain an overview of 
what's going on. That soon adds up in 
terms of money wasted. 

For the SOHO environment, accounting 
falls into two categories — cheap all-in- 
one solutions for under a thousand 
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pounds, and fully featured systems for 
several thousands of pounds plus hefty 
maintenance contracts. Not everyone 
needs Sage and all its bolt-ons, but if 
you do want a heavyweight package, 
then it's best to realise this before you 
start entering data. 

Spend the time to get demonstrations 
from all the main solution vendors and 
assess the pros and cons of each. None 
are perfect — if you have to deal in 
multi-currency transactions, then some 


packages handle this better than others. 


If you need quick access to sales 
information for telesales workers, then 
be sure to ask specific questions during 
the demonstration. 


The key is to look before you leap. 
The top three accounts packages aren't 
‘pretty much as good as each other’ 
(which could be claimed of some other 
types of software such as virus 
scanners), neither is it a case of ‘you get 
what you pay for’. 

Migration of accounts data from one 
system to another is an expensive 
process, best avoided for small offices 
where there isn't spare time to 
concentrate on getting it right first time. 
And you don't want to mess up your 
accounts, whatever else you do. To 
avoid having to change accounts 
software any time soon, make a big 
deal of this and take your time. E 


something that small offices can ill afford. EMF Systems 
is a British company that offers a free 14 day trial of their 
service to prove the point. In the first week of September 
(when this article was written) they filtered 5,014,800 
spam mails - 48.9 per cent of all messages that passed 
through their filters on the way to their clients. You can 
view their site at www.emailfiltering.com. 

One last piece of advice on security: do a back-up. 
That same advice would be true for the biggest 
corporations where the logistics of storing the huge 
volumes of data they handle are appalling, For small 
offices, there’s no excuse. A basic tape drive on the server 
with a simple scheduled back-up utility is the absolute 
minimum you should have in place. It costs a pittance, 
takes a short period of time to install, and every night it 
potentially saves your bacon when something keels over 
the following morning. 

Have a procedure for backing up, and stick to it. One 
person changes the tape each morning on a weekly 
rotating cycle - so you'll need 5 tapes. They then take 
that tape off-site that evening, so that a fire won’t wipe out 
your company by burning the PCs and the back-ups. The 
same person does it every day and gets into a routine. 
Don't forget to include all your data in the back-up, 
including Outlook’s .pst files, but ignore applications. 

Just keep the original CD-ROMs and licenses off site, 
and reinstall from scratch if you need to. 


Staying legal 

Licensing software is something that you need to do 

- and right from the start. Software piracy isn’t limited 
to cutting a CD-ROM from someone you know who 
owns a copy. Buying illegitimate OEM versions across 
the Internet, downloading ‘cracked’ versions, and 
exceeding licence limits are all illegal and always the 
fault of the user. 

The Federation Against Software Theft (FAST) 
calculates that a shocking 26 per cent of software in use 
in Britain is pirated. Small businesses are frequent 
abusers, believing that money spent on expensive titles 
could be better spent on other things. This is an unwise 
philosophy, and there are several good reasons to license 
your software properly: 

@ If you get caught, the penalties are enough to seriously 
dent the finances of most small companies’, even sinking 
them outright. Additionally, Directors could go to jail for 
up to two years. 

@ More and more software is protected so that you 
cannot run the same copy more than once on a network. 
While this might not affect you too much in a home 
office, even a few machines on a LAN would suffer if 
they couldn’t use the same ACT! database to store details 
of conversations with your customers. 

@ Increasingly, each copy of software has to be registered 
online to even keep it functioning (Windows XP is a very 
good example of a 30 day probation period with 
mandatory registration). 

@ That's the stick, now the carrot - if you have legal 
copies, many software companies reward registration of 
their software with updates or technical support. Take 
advantage of this. When things start to go wrong, you'll 
be pleased that you did. 

Similarly with hardware, if you get offered new hard 
disks in a deal that’s too good to be true, it probably is. 
Knock-off components aren’t unknown, and when all 
your data disappears amid unnatural grinding noises, 
you'll be cursing your decision. On the contrary, buy and 
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Productivity tools 


Each office has its own needs in terms of software. Some may be 
bespoke, but off-the-shelf packages are more likely if you're a SOHO 


the software isn't the main business tool 
of the company. You might not sell sales 
networking skills directly, but having 
some kind of CRM in place is no bad 
idea for any business with customers 
and more than one person at the end 

of the phone or email. In these situations 
there's less need to rush towards the 
expensive tailored solutions. A copy or 
two of Act! off-the-shelf might be all you 
need to co-ordinate your sales, suppliers, 
and every other contact the office has. 

It still doesn't feel cheap if you're on a 
tight budget, but it's an awful lot less 
money and implementation time than 
the next level of software. E 


For professionals, there are distinct 
advantages in paying hundreds of pounds 
for professional editions versus tens of 
pounds for hobbled versions or similar 
equivalents with less functionality. This 
is made somewhat easier in certain 
categories where there's a clear market 
leader — Photoshop is considered to 
be ‘the’ image manipulation tool for 
graphic designers, and if you work in 
the service industry providing project 
management, then clients will expect 
you to use Microsoft Project, no matter 
that it has become extraordinarily 
expensive in the last few years. 

Less clear-cut are areas where 


register items from reputable sources and you may find 
you get fantastic support and driver updates into the 
bargain. Hewlett Packard is notable for their incredible 
online resources, which sort almost any problem you 
might have. Other manufacturers are following suit. 

Legality doesn’t end there, though. You'll need to be 
aware of the Data Protection Act and its implications on 
your business if you store any personal information. 
You'll need to know the health and safety 
responsibilities you have to staff who use the 
computers you give them. If they 
want palm rests, you have an 
obligation to make sure they 
get them. Otherwise you're 
opening yourself up to 
litigation from that secretary 
who stayed three months, and 
then went sick until you sacked 
him/her. Precious few small 
companies survive legal action 
of any kind, let alone from 
their own staff. 

Finally, consider putting 
together an acceptable usage 
policy for the company - just a 
couple of pages outlining what people 
can and can’t use their machines for. 

Downloading porn is a no-no in most industries, 

but if you don’t put a section in your company handbook 
about it, then you'll have a tough time catching anyone 
who spends hours in dirty conversations with women 
they found by responding to spam mails. You'll also have 
little right to discipline them if you haven’t made it clear 
what the penalties are for such behaviour. Also, bear in 
mind that the employee needs to sign his agreement to 
the company handbook as part of their contract. It’s 
illegal for you to look at their email without explicit 
permission, so adding this section when the company 
first designs its contracts is a good idea. 





MFD’s that encompass printer, 
scanner, fax and photocopier 
in one device can be excellent 
value for money. 


Serious software 

You may have already spent a lot of money on the 

hardware in the office, the licenses for the operating 

systems and office suite, the email set-up, your firewall, 

spam filters and anti-virus. Yes, those are your basic 

applications as the person in charge of IT, but it’s the => 
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When planning your email set- 
up, one of the early dilemnas 
you'll face is the thorny old 
issue of whether 
to use Microsoft's Exchange 
Server. Without a doubt, it’s 
the 800 pound gorilla of mail 
servers — it’s big, impressive 
and can be very, very scary. 
While Exchange Server is an 
industry standard, and it will 
be easy to find contractors to 
help set it up and support it, 
you'll never accuse it of being 
a cheap solution. Flexible and 


powerful, yes. Inexpensive, no. 


Before leaping in or letting 
someone pressure you into 
implementing something you 
aren't sure about, look at a 
few other options. Alt-N do a 
fine server package called 
MDaemon (www.altn.com) 
with many whistles and bells 
for very little money, and there 
are others like them. 

Remember, just because 
something is an industry 
standard doesn't necessarily 
make it right for a small office 
where conditions may not suit 
the features you'd get. 


SOHO SET-UP 





Neil Hammerton of EMF Systems warns of the dangers of using 
email without protection. “These super-viruses operate like 
spam and can bring down your system just by weight of traffic. 


uw 


applications that actually allow the business to function 
that are the reason for all the computers in the first 
place. Don’t forget that point when it comes to asking 
other people what they want, or if you’re a one man 
band, think about what you’ll need when you're 
wearing the accounts or production manager’s hat. 
Elsewhere in this article, you'll find advice on 
accounting software - you might not have anything 
to do with the software once it’s installed (apart from 
maintaining it), but that doesn’t mean it isn’t vital 
for the business. It’s just as much your job to get the 
right software installed, as it is the end user’s. If you 
want the mercenary reasons for taking an active interest 
in such items, then consider this: the accounts package 
will still hit your over-stretched budget and will still be 
your fault if it doesn’t do what the business wants. 
Sobering thought. 


Specialist help 

Many people in small businesses fear the idea of 
‘consultants’ more than the Tax Man himself. This 
needn't be the case. Even before you buy any 
equipment, a helping hand may be just what you 
need. For those who’ve been given the ‘computer 
stuff to sort out without any real knowledge of IT, 
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Emails received that are spam 





getting the right systems can be a daunting task. 
Many small companies hand the job over to someone 
because they seem to have more time on their hands, 
because they know how to touch-type so must be a 
computer expert, or because they’re the only non- 
director. Potentially all three. 

If that’s where you fit in, then asking around for 
references at the local business forums and talking to 
recommended computer shops can net you a valuable 
business partner who’s willing to help with everything 
from LAN wiring to your Exchange Server settings. 
Perhaps their components are a bit more expensive than 
an online wholesaler such as Dabs, but their advice and 
personal service can easily make up for it. 

Similarly, once you have your computers in place, 
don’t be afraid to outsource the maintenance of the 
trickiest bits. For a thousand pounds per quarter, you 
can buy a great deal of experience in running servers, 
email systems, and good back-up protocols. Again, go 
by reputation in your local area rather than glossy 
adverts, and look for suppliers that are a bit more 
than one man and his laptop. 

You want the sort of resources on the end of the 
phone that will help you out of most situations, and 
the option to bring someone in for a half day if it all 
goes horribly wrong, You may well consider the money 
a bargain if it frees you up to do the million and one 
IT projects there are, for example putting in a disaster 
recovery plan, merged calendar and address book 
details in Outlook, installing a VPN, or anything else 
the MD thinks of. 

Whether it’s a partnership with your wife and a 
computer in your spare room, or a company with a 
network and a number of workstations, poorly 
implemented IT contributes to the downfall of many 
enterprises. lf you’re in a SoHo environment, chances 
are you also have other duties to perform in your 
working week. If you're going to do those well, then 
fight your corner for realistic spend on the most 
appropriate resources, and remember that the business 
will stand a better chance of doing well if you stick to 
your guns. PCP 
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The figures from EMF Systems are 
staggering, and throw the problems of 

our online world into stark relief. No matter 
how small your budget, unless you plan to 
work completely off-line you'll need to deal 
with incoming spam and viruses. 


This Series Part One 


SMARTSTORE 


Choosing a design, 
creating business 
settings and adding 
your first products 
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SmartStore.biz Startup 
which can be found 
on the PC Plus 
SuperDisc issue 209 








Use SmartStore.biz to build a fully functional e-commerce web store 
with product catalogue, shopping cart, and online payment facilities 


hen you utilise a purpose-built web shop 

creator like SmartStore, it can save you hours 

of wrestling with HTML and Java shopping 
basket scripts. In this tutorial we'll be familiarising 
ourselves with three main areas — the design and 
layout of your store, the creation of product items to 
sell in your shop, and the way in which you want to 
handle business settings like tax and currency. 


When you first load SmartStore you'll see a complete tree 
structure layout of all the elements you can configure, with 
the idea being that the eventual online shop will reflect the 
way you do business according to how these settings are 
altered. Don't be put off by the amount of details shown in 
the tree display. You can be up and running fairly swiftly, just 
following the steps below. Most of the sections you can 
ignore until you fancy delving a bit further, but at least you 
know theres plenty here to adjust and tailor to your liking. 

To help you get started, SmartStore displays the seven 
basic steps you'll need to take in order to get up and 
running. Lets jump straight to it and run through these steps. 
It's these basic processes that will enable you to make 
SmartStore look and act the way you would like. 


E Basic settings First of all, click the Modify Basic 
Settings link on the main home page, and double-click 
Master Data. You'll see the tree display change to show the 
appropriate level. You can now use this display to get to 
wherever you need to be in SmartStore and everything 
becomes much easier when you know your way around. 


Designing your store 


SmartStore provides a range of professionally 

designed and ready-made templates to help 
define the look and feel of your web shop. Click the 
Designs button on the main toolbar to display a list. 
You can preview and choose the design you would 
like. Or head out to find more designs on the web 
by clicking the web link on the Designs screen. 


Once you have an overall design in place, 





images, logo placements and so on. 
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SmartStore offers a multitude of ways in which 
you can tailor the look and feel of your design and 
associate these with the various parts of your shop. 
From the Design branch you can access virtually every 
element of your shop design — including fonts, button 


You should see a list of items which are initially required so 
that SmartStore knows who you are. It's these details that will 
subsequently appear throughout your website wherever 
theyre needed. Again, double-click General Data and you'll 
see that SmartStore requires your company name, address 
and so on. To enter any data in a SmartStore field, just 
double-click the line you require and a dialog box will pop- 
up for you to type in the text required. Once you've entered 
contact details, you can also stipulate a logo file, if you have 
one, and the software will position this at the top of your 
web page. If you like, you can also add the email addresses 
of people in your organisation. 

Instead of going back to the main home page, you might 
as well just click on the tree display for the next item to 
amend, which will be your Regional Settings. This is where 
we tell SmartStore were actually in the UK and not the 
United States of America. You'll need to change several items 
in the General section. Again, just double-click the line each 
item is on to make changes. You'll probably want to alter the 
Weight Unit to Kilos’ and the lead currency will definitely 
need to be changed to ‘GBPS. 


B Finances Now we need to open-up the Setup/ 
Finances branch and you might be interested to find that 
the UK doesn't exist under Tax Areas. Just click in the Tax Area 
field on the top bar for that screen and type ‘UK’ with ‘United 
Kingdom as a description and ‘175%’ as the Tax Rate 1. The 
rest of the settings for your shop are actually contained in 
the template youre using to display the pages, so to alter 
these you'll need to find the Template Manager section. 





Apart from products you wish to sell, you'll also 
find pages on your website that contain text 
and images and go to make-up the fixed ‘content’ 
of your store. You can add items and amend the look 
and feel of these pages in the Template Manager. 
Virtually all the messages and text that appears in 
your store can be found here. 


SMARTSTORE 
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Open the branch to display Configuration and open this level 
to find the Finance section. Here you can amend the Primary 
Currency and Default Tax Area to ‘GBP’ and ‘UK’ respectively, If 
your logo doesn't state your company name, you might also 


want to add a Store Name in the General section of the 


Configuration area as well. 


Have a look around and you'll see theres plenty more 
you can play with in these set-up and configuration sections, 
but these primary steps should be enough to sort out the 
basics. At this point, your store should be showing your 
name, displaying the right currency and calculating tax for 


UK residents. 


E Product led SmartStore knows a little bit about your 
business now, so its a good idea to add some products to 
the list of items you would like to sell online. 

You should be able to see the Product Manager level on 
the tree display, so lets start by expanding that branch and 


creating a category for ‘Shoes’. Right-click the ‘Category’ 


folder, choose New then give your category an ID of ‘O01’ 
and a Description of ‘Shoes’. Once you ‘OK’ this and click 
on the Shoes category you should see a spreadsheet like 


display with no products in it. 


Double-click the first blank line to bring-up the product 
dialog and enter the basics for this item. You can either use 
an item number of your own or a EAN look-up stock code. 
Description One will be the short form such as ‘Golf Shoes’ 
and Description Iwo can be a longer sentence like ‘Italian 
leather tabbed shoes with stainless steel spikes’. You can 
enter a sales price directly or enter a cost price and mark-up 
so that SmartStore can work it out for you. Obviously you'll 
need a nice picture of this item to woo potential buyers, so 
on the Media tab you can insert a standard image file to 


whet their appetites. 


Images are ultra important to selling online, so make 
sure you get both the thumbnail and the full image the 


Taking payments from your customers 








The main screen is laid out as a tree structure representing all 
the aspects of the software you can configure to better reflect 
the way you do business. 


right size and resolution. Some experimentation will 
obviously be necessary the first time around, but you 
don't want a potential customer to wait forever for an image 


to download. About 100 kilobytes is an absolute maximum 


for a seriously large full sized picture — smaller is always 
quicker and better. 

Although you'll need to upgrade to get at some of the 
more esoteric tabs for product items, the Start-up edition 
will still let you add a much longer description using the 
appropriate tab. It's here that you can play with quantity 
discounts. When you have a product to display, you can 
click the ‘Preview in Browser’ button on the main toolbar 
to have a look at how your shop will appear to surfers. 
Obviously theres much more you can do to add home page 


text and informative content, but you'll notice all the clever 


e-commerce stuff is already in place and without a line of 
HTML being required. PCP 


Accepting payments online is usually the stumbling block for the first time online shopkeeper 


SmartStore can take payment for 
goods sold online in a number of 
different ways. 

Initially, you can opt for various 
‘offline’ payment methods such as 
cash or cheque on delivery, or 
possibly invoice and payment on 
delivery. Typically these options 
entail you getting the order from your 
website and sorting out the payment 
separately. There are still cautious 
customers around who don't want to 
part with credit card details online, so 
these options can help and certainly 
Save you getting involved in credit 
card transactions. 

To accept and process credit and debit 


cards on your website, you'll need a 
merchant account with your bank and 
probably a similar account with an 
online Payment Service Provider. This 
isn't so hard to put in place as it used 
to be, even for start-up situations. For 
instance, PSP's like WorldPay can 
handle both merchant accounts for 
you, and can even cope with start-up 
business situations. 

Online payment processing is really 
what e-commerce is all about, so once 
you have your merchant account and ID 


then you can really start the ball rolling. 


SmartStore can interface with various 
online PSP's including Trusted Data, 
Saferpay, Eurocoin and WorldPay — 


although WorldPay will probably be 
the safest bet for UK merchants. 

At present you can integrate 
SmartStore automatically with these 
providers and in most cases all you 
have to do is insert your merchant ID 
and a secure key and the job is done. 
When someone clicks ‘Check Out’ from 
the shopping basket then they'll be 
transported to the PSP and their card 
details taken securely. Your integrity 
against accusations of credit card fraud 
is assured, as you never see the card 
details or have to deal with any offline 
payment processing. The customer has 
the security of knowing they’re dealing 
directly with the bank concerned. E 


In order to get at some of the 
more esoteric options within 
SmartStore you will need to 
upgrade your Start-up Edition. 
SmartStore Advanced for 
example, will allow 500 
products and adds the ability 
to bundle products together as 
special offers. You also get to 
use variants like sizes, colours 
and so on. You can also import 
and export products from 
existing files using SmartStore 
Professional, plus you can sell 
unlimited products and offer 
global discounts. Cross 
promotions can also be set-up 
and you can edit forms to 
capture extra data that might 
be required with the order. 


Next month we'll embark 
on a brand new workshop. 





SmartStore can handle a full 
range of payment options, 
so that your customer can 
choose the most appropriate 
one for their needs. 
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PYTHON 


This Series Part Two 
Loops, functions 


and classes 


PA Lir 00 ms 
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programming helps, 
but no experience 
of Python required 


ast issue, we took a look at the basics of 
Python. While a solid grasp of simple objects 
is useful, the real power of Python over other 
‘scripting’ languages is in its powerful implementation 
of object oriented programming concepts, such as 
classes. There are a few other structures we need to 
consider too, so lets begin with a look at functions. 



































Any version of 

Windows (or Linux, 
or Mac OS). Python 
version 2.2 or later 


E Functions A language without functions is like a 
toolbox without an adjustable spanner. Fortunately, functions 
are easy to use in Python. Like many languages, one proviso 
is that the function must be defined before it can be used, 
which is why you'll often see a lot of generic function 
definitions at the start of Python scripts or sections of code. 
As you may remember, we actually defined a function 
at the end of last issues episode, however, this time we'll 
take a closer look at simple function definition. You can 
continue to use the interactive mode if you like (remember 
that the ... prompt indicates theres an unclosed compound 
statement), but to experiment with functions properly, you're 
going to be better off creating proper files — remember to 
save them with a .py extension — and executing them. 


All the files you need 
to complete this 
Masterclass are on 
this month's SuperDisc 


def factorial (number): 
if (number==1): 
return 1 
else: 
return number* factorial (number-1) 
print factorial (6) 
print factorial (22.0) 


Using the PythonWin editor 








This month Nick Veitch goes beyond Python's basic objects to 
emphasise the virtue and power of loops, functions and classes 


The first line of this script opens the function definition, 
giving the name, the argument list in brackets, and ending 
with a colon. The function definition will now be treated as a 
compound statement — that is, it will continue until the next 
non-indented line. Functions can contain any other sort of 
construct. lts even possible to nest function definitions, but 
the nested function will only then be available in the scope 
of its parent. This may seem a little ludicrous, but it can be 
useful. A locally defined function replaces any global function 
of the same type. 

Back to our example here. This is one of the simplest 
functions youre likely to come across, but it still 
demonstrates a few cunning twists. As you may guess, it 
returns the factorial of the supplied number. It's good for 
values up to 1/0, which is certainly a few more than your 
pocket calculator can handle, though it lacks error checking 
— non-integers and negative inputs will have it spiralling out 
of control. The function makes use of the fact that 
mathematically x! = x(x-1)!. Simply feeding the number back 
into the same function again (a technique known as 
recursion) until it reaches the known smallest value (1! =1) 
causes the correct value to bubble up through multiple calls 
and spill out the top. Our script calls the function twice to 
demonstrate another cool feature of functions in Python. 

As we saw last issue, variables are effectively typeless 
until theyūe assigned a value. This function will take any sort 
of number and return the correct value. Here we've used an 
integer and floating point value, the latter because the result 
will be returned in the same format, and the mathematical 
notation of the result doesn't take up four lines of the screen! 





The PythonWin environment is part of the 

win3 2all package included on the Superdisc. 
When you run it, you'll see an interactive window 
which is useful for experimenting, but you can also 
create Python files. Select ‘New’ from the File menu 
and the editor window is displayed. Colour syntax 
highlighting make the code easier to understand. 
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Finding your way through large chunks of code 

can be a little daunting. The editor supports 
code folding though, so it’s possible to ‘fold’ up 
sections of the code which might be getting in the 
way of the ‘bigger picture’. You can choose to fold up 
certain types of code globally, or just hit the + and — 
symbols in the margins to manually fold elements. 


The PythonWin editor supports multiple 

document views. You can get two views on the 
currently open document by dragging down the bar 
from underneath the toolbar, or by using the ‘Split’ 
option from the Window menu. At the moment, only 
two views of the document are permitted, but this is 
most often all that’s required for simple scripts. 
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You can use the interactive mode to continue with our 
examples, but now's a good time to try out the PythonWin 
code editor so you can save your work. 


As far as Python is concerned, functions are objects too. 


We could add this to the end of the previous code: 


x=factorial 
print x(3) 


The output from the script would then include ‘6’. Here x 
is assigned to the factorial object, rather than a value (as 
no arguments were given). You may think theres not much 
point in assigning one object to reference another, but it 
can be a powerful way of processing menus and other 
program constructs. 

One further point on functions. As you may expect, all 


variables used internally are local unless declared otherwise. 


Global variables can be referenced by using the global 
keyword inside the function: 





When editing code, right-click for the sticky 

edit menu. This includes a selection of common 
menu commands. The Source submenu includes 
useful options for manipulating highlighted selections 
of the code. Be careful with indentation though - 
it can easily get messy if you aren’t careful about 
what's selected. Indentation matters in Python code. 


including a COM browser for analysing active COM 
servers. Actually, this menu really just executes 
Python scripts to do the work — and you can 
customise it to include your own scripts from the 
ViewlOptions menu. 


PYTHON 








def divide (number =15): 


global x This has been a fairly 


simple introduction to classes. 
These aren't really tricky to 
understand, but may take 
some practice getting used 

to. We'll come back to our 
Server class later in the series. 
In the interim, try defining 
subclasses for different types 
of server yourself. Which 
elements are the same 
between them, and how can 
the hierarchy be constructed? 


return number/x 
x= 5 
print divide(10) 
print divide() 


Another useful trick we've used here is to use a default 
argument defined in the function definition line itself. In 
this case, if the function is called without a value being 
given, number will be assigned the value 15. 

Finally, although a function can only return a single 
object, that object can be a tuple (see last month), capable 
of containing as many values as you need. 


E Classes Classes are the fundamental building blocks of 
an object-oriented language, and although Python is a ‘mere’ 
scripting language, it has admirable support for them. 
Although powerful data objects like lists and dictionaries, 
with the capability of storing any other object type, often 
obviate the need for special data structures, classes are still 
useful, especially for providing methods (member functions) 
and operator overloading, never mind making the overall 
code easier to understand. If you've never worked with 
classes before, dont worry. Theyre essentially just like any 
other variable object, except much richer in detail, as they 
can combine information and specific functions (or 
‘methods’) all wrapped up in one simple object. A class 
definition can be quite simple in scope, but in order to be 
useful, it usually contains at least two elements — some 
sort of data attribute declarations and a member function 

— a function which is specific to objects of that class. 

Heres a basic class definition: 


class Myclass: 
def init (self): 
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One of the most useful features of the 
PythyonWin editor is the debugger, which 
includes most of the features you might expect 
in a commercial environment. You can set 
breakpoints anywhere in the code, track variables 
and even monitor the stack. Hitting [F5] will 
run the debugger. 


The tools menu includes some useful tools for 
developing Python scripts and applications, 
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PYTHON 


>>>list=[‘one’,’two’, ‘three 


r,4,5] 

>>>for item in list: 
..print item 

one 


The dates for the next Python 
convention, PyCon, have been 
announced. It will take place 
in Washington DC on the 24 — 
26 of March 2004. While you 
may not be able to attend, it 
can be interesting to keep up 
with the proposals for 
inclusion, which often include 
ideas for the direction of the 
language as well as real-world 
solutions to problems. Sign up 
to the mailing lists at www. 
python.org/pycon/dc2004. 


Now we have covered the 
basics of Python, we can get 
down to some real code. Next 
month we'll be looking at 
string manipulation and XML. 





Class derived objects in Python 
can also inherit characteristics 
from parent classes. 


>>>dict={‘Name’:’Hudson’,’S 
tarsign’:’Taurus’}>>>for 
item in dicts... 


print 





item, dict [item] 


Name Hudson 


Powerful object iteration is an integral 
feature of Python. 


Starsign Taurus 


self.name=’ ’ 
self.age=0 
def display(self): 
print ‘Name: ‘,self.name 
print ‘Age: ‘,self.age 


This class appears to contain two functions. The first of this 
is of a special type though. The __init__ function is always 
executed when a new instance of the class is created and is 
used to set up default attributes and other information. In our 
example, it merely creates two attributes. The appearance of 
‘self in the argument list is a reference to the object created. 
If we assign an object ‘plop’ to be of the class Myclass, this is 
passed into the defining function and the attributes 
plop.name and plop.age are created. The second function 
here, which is of a regular type, is used to print to the 
console the values of the attributes of a class instance. 

Creating sensible output of class attributes is so common 
that theres a reserved method specially for it. Like the 
__init__ constructor, this can be called automatically when it’s 
defined. The key advantage is that, instead of a specific user 
method, the __repr__ method will be used whenever Python 
tries to create a String representation of the data. 


class Vegetable: 
def 
__init  (self,argname=’’',arggenus=’’): 
self .name=argname 
self .genus=arggenus 
def repr (self): 
return “Vegetable: “+self.name 
a = Vegetable(“Radish”,”raphanus’” ) 
print a 


Here were using the built-in print command. Without the 
definition of _ repr_, trying to print an object like this would 


Subclasses and inheritance 


merely return a string containing instance information about 
the object, for example “<__main__.Vegetable instance at 
OxOQ0ECO058>". The key thing to note here is that this is a 
proper function. The string representation has to be returned 
to work properly, whatever else may go on in this code. 


B Attributes on the fly One potentially useful difference 
between the implementation of classes in Python and those 
in another language you might use is that object attributes 
can be created outside of the class definition itself. 


class Constellation: 
def init (self, namearg=”Unknown”, 
starlist =[]): 
self .name=namearg 
self.stars=starlist 
def display(self): 
print ‘Name’,self.name 
print ‘Contains:’ 
for star in self.stars: 
print star 
a=Constellation(‘Cygnus’, [‘Deneb’, ’Cygni 
chi’, ’Cygni P’,’Albireo’ ]) 
a.display () 
a.commonname=’The Swan’ 
print “Common Name: “,a.commonname 


In this example, the commonname attribute is added to the 
class instance in the main body of the code. This may cause 
consternation to C++ programmers. Fortunately, you don't 
need to know or care, just relax in the knowledge that none 
of the hard work and effort that went into creating this 
feature was yours. If you find youre making extensive use of 
such add-ons, there may be something wrong with your 
class definitions — perhaps you need to create a subclass 
instead (see the handy boxout). PCP 


Superclasses and subclasses can save a lot of time and effort 


l inherited my mother's eyes, my 
father’s intellect and a few hundred 
quid from granny. Class derived objects 


self.IP="0.0.0.0” 
self .hostname=”domain.net” 
def ping(self): 


self .password="xxxx"” 
def connect (self): 
#more cunning code 


in Python can also inherit characteristics # add some cunning code here 

from parent classes. The mechanism here return 0 
for this is simply to add the parent return 0 ###main code### 
class in brackets after the class name. def display(self): a = Mailserver() 
For example, say we had a class # ditto print a.port 
called ‘Server’, and classes called return 0 


‘Webserver’ and ‘Mailserver’. It 

would be useful to define the latter 

two classes to inherit member functions 
and initialised objects from the 

‘Server’ class: 


class Server: 
def init (self): 
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class Webserver (Server): 
def init (self): 
Server. init (self) 
self.port=80 
class Mailserver (Webserver) : 
def init (self): 
Webserver. init (self) 
self .username=”"abc123” 


We've cheated a little here. The 
Mailserver class defined here borrows 
the port attribute from the Webserver 
class and consequently inherits the rest 
of the server class too. This can save 
time, but make sure that changes in the 
superclasses don't change the operation 
of subclasses in an undesirable way. E 


This Series 


A 1 HR OOmns 
hoi 3 BEGINNER 
Very simple system to 


use, but not without its 
later complexities 
































TCM4000 and its 
modules, as seen on 
recent SuperDiscs 


TCM 


Part Two 
Setting up a 
professional 
call centre 





Despite being the butt of criticism, Call Centres have their uses. 
Tony Rust reveals methods for mastering configuration problems 


ince the mid 1990s, the Call Centre industry has 
been growing rapidly. While many dread 
having to phone one, you still expect suppliers 
to have some sort of Call Centre mechanism to deal with 
your enquiries or complaints in an efficient manner. Call 
Centres are generally a good thing when they solve your 
queries, but when you receive one of those unsolicited 
‘sales’ calls, well, that’s another irritating matter entirely. 





Whether youre running a small three agent call centre or one 
with many hundreds of telesales agents, TCM4000-AAA + 
Workflow System can give you added productivity through 
greater automation and better reports. ICM is elegant and 
user friendly and, when you've mastered some basic 
concepts, its fairly easy to set up a Call Centre configuration. 


E In or out Like most industries, Call Centres have their 
own nomenclature. There are Inbound call centres which 
deal, as the name suggests, with only inbound or incoming 
calls and Outbound call centres which deal with outgoing 
calls, and then there are call centres which deal with both. 
Inbound generally means that the call centre is giving out 
information or is dealing with customer queries and 
Outbound call centres are generally the ones responsible for 
those nuisance sales or survey calls. Each will have some 
kind of fulfilment role in that they will send out some kind 
of documentation or follow up communication. Call centres 
are there to make calls and so ‘Call back’ is one of the key 
functions which is required. The other sought after features 
include the ability to readily import lists of data (the Import 
Wizard), compare new data lists against existing data on the 
system in order to avoid duplication (Tools/Merge and Purge) 
and the provision of lots of reports (Manager's Report and 
Detailed Summary, Flash Reports, Reports Wizard, Send To 





The database is folder-based, which means that every Contact, 
Company, Family and Asset is a Windows folder, and all notes, 
or any other information is stored as files within this folder. 
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Tables, Diaries) so that all concerned can see the value 
generated from the call centre activities. If you have chosen 
to use the power of the ICM Customer Service Management 
module to track the leads on the Big Board you can obtain a 
wide variety of reports from there too. 


B Using folders for grouping The TCM4000-AAA 
database is folder-based, which means that every Contact, 
Company, Family and Asset is a Windows folder and all 
telephone call notes, emails, letters, notes, meeting minutes 
or any other information is stored as files within this folder. 
The folders are cleverly indexed for rapid retrieval of 
information. Typically you create Normal Folders for grouping 
purposes and store your contact data there in a neat ABC 
type structure which can be automatically created. The ‘From 
here you can click to’ in the top left of the Database screen 
allows you to create Folders and structures. 


E Pool data A Virtual Folder has special properties. 
When you create a Virtual Folder you can create links to the 
permanent Contact, Company, Family or Asset Folder of the 
same name. We use the Virtual Folders for Pool Data in the 
Call Centre configuration. We define Pool Data as a grouping 
of prospects or customers who are to be contacted or 
processed by the Call Centre. 


© Quick new contacts In ‘File’, ‘Setup’, ‘Quick New 
Contacts’, you can set up the form so that the details of the 
incoming callers and their enquiry can be quickly recorded 
in the main database so that they will also be saved into 

a Virtual Folder at a pre-determined Workflow position. 
Additional fields can be displayed by changing the field 
property ‘Show in Quick New Contact’ to ‘True’. 


B Workflow and template buttons You can move a 
contact from one Workflow Position to another by clicking on 
a Suitably configured Template button. The Workflow moves 
the contact from one Pool to another, one step at a time, and 
keeps a permanent count of the numbers of contacts moved 
through that Pool and position. Go to ‘File’, ‘Setup’, 
‘Templates’, Automation’ for setting up the automatic 
movement of the Contact through the Workflow Positions. 

TCM4000-AAA currently allows you to set up the names 
of up to 20 Workflow positions in ‘File’, ‘Setup’, Administrative 
& Database’, Shared choices and lists’, ‘Workflow Positions’. 
You can specify which of the Workflow positions will trigger 
Team Dialler type callbacks, for example when a TCM user 
who is allocated to that Pool clicks to make an outgoing 
call then those contacts at that position in the Workflow 
will appear in the Team Dialler for calling. 

By pre-defining a flow of work based on the Pools, you 
can make sure that each of the Contacts passes through 
every process in a methodical manner. For example, if you 





TCM 
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have one point in the workflow where the Contact has to 

be called repeatedly until the telephone is answered, you 
can set the Template button to write the annotation ‘No 
reply’ and you can set the Automation so that the Contact 
remains in the same Workflow Position. The Contact will then 
be called again the next time round. The call routine can be 
set so that the Contacts are called every hour, or every shift 
change. In this way every Contact can be called repeatedly 


Call centres may not be the 
source of much laugh-out- 
loud humour, unless of course 
somebody rings in to talk 
about their tower-case 
mounted cupholder. (That one 
never gets old!) But it’s always 
good to hear about annoying 
telemarketers hoisting 
themselves by their own 
autodialed petards. In this 
case, a judge who previously 
denounced Do Not Call lists on 
the grounds that they would 
negatively affect telesales 
companies has faced 
widespread ridicule...after 

his own number was found 

on one. 


es a 
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until theres a satisfactory outcome. f EEr ot 
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© Callbacks through TCM Team Dialler You can 
allocate TCM Users to each of the Pools so that you have a 
one-to-many’ feed of Contacts from the Pool to the Users. 
Highlight a Virtual Folder (Pool) and then click the Allocate to’ 
button in the bottom right hand pane to choose the TCM 
Users who you wish to make the calls to this Pool. In this 
mode, whenever the allocated TCM User clicks on the 
Outgoing Call icon they will be presented with TCM Team 
Dialler displaying one of the Contacts from the Pool. This 
will continue until all of the Contacts in that Pool have 
been called in that session. 
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The Template buttons can be configured so that they 
automatically print out a standard letter or send an email. 


each day so think through your processes which start from 
the very moment that the telephone rings or calls out and 

the Tele-agent has to start to gather information. Answering 
or making a call is just a means to an end, so you need to 
set the system up to respond and report accordingly and 


E Fulfilment The Template buttons can be configured so 
that they automatically print out a standard letter or send an 


email. You set up the standard letters using Lotus Word Pro 
or MS Word, in ‘File’, ‘Setup’, ‘Write a letter’ where you can 
also choose to print them individually or as a batch. Emails 
are stored in the email library. Automation also allows you 
to create a Sales Forecast or a Budget Forecast, or a Job so 
that you can then follow up the lead and can also create 
an Asset Folder so that all of the information can be stored 
there too. This is ideal if youre tracking or following up on 

a Product lead. Once again, all of this and more can be the 
result of a single click on a Template button so its worth the 


effort to get to know these features. 


People may be using the system for eight or more hours 


design it so that the computers are doing the repetitive, 
fiddly and hard parts of the work and the Tele-agent’s job 
IS as Stress free as you can make it. Always ask yourself 
what you want to get out of the system as you are 
designing it. Things like ease of use for the telesales 
operator, clarity of annotations and annotations which 
will provide the right reporting information are the keys 
to a successful configuration. 

Setting up a call centre is a thought provoking 
exercise and youre unlikely to get all of your workflow 


and configuration right first time but theres an excellent 


range of tools here to see the job through. PCP 


The ever improving TCM4000-AAA+ Workflow system 


Discover the delights of the TCM package 


Call centre work is all about numbers, 
if you'll pardon the pun. It's essentially 
a matter of the numbers of calls in and 
out; reporting, spotting trends in 
customer fault reporting or survey 
information and more reporting. It's all 
about collecting and disseminating 
information. It's often about the 
despatch of huge volumes of 
brochures or literature, all of which 
may require a personalised letter 

or email acknowledgment. 

Our Masterclass uses the ever 
improving advanced business 
management system, TCM4000- 

AAA + Workflow System, in a call 
centre configuration to address all 


of these demands. If you like to design 
systems and processes and you know 
nothing about coding software, then 
using a package like TCM4000-AAA 

is a great timesaver. 

There's a system of Templates and 
Automation which is quite amazing in 
the power, flexibility and ease of set-up. 
With not a lot of effort you can configure 
one button to make a fully reportable 
annotation, print a personalised letter, 
send an email, write back an entry to 
a field record, pop up a message on 
screen, write a To Do into your To Do 
list, create a job and a sales lead, 
record a Sales or Budget Forecast, 
move a contact through a workflow 


process and reschedules a call back. 
You can perform multiples of these 
actions in one sequence of Automation, 
all with the aim of removing the 
mundane tasks from the Users 

whilst at the same time providing the 
reporting information for the sometimes 
stunning but always impressive range 
of reports. And all the while the 
conversation can be recorded and 
subsequently stored as an attachment 
to the annotation in the contact record. 
This level of power and automation 
used to be only in the province of 
highly paid guys in white coats, 

but now you can basically do it 

by yourself. m 


Using the TCM-4000 suite, 
we'll be looking at how you 
can use its more enhanced 
features to enhance the 
productivity of your business. 





Call Centre set-up is made far 
easier with TCM. 
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5 INTERMEDIATE 
Basic familiarity with 
the AGSEdit application 
is a must at this stage 


Adventure Game Studio 
from www.adventure 
gamestudio.co.uk 


ADVENTURE GAME STUDIO 


Part Four 


Puzzle theory 
and bundling 





Richard Cobbett concludes our tour of the Adventure 
Game Studio with a look at how good puzzles are created 


n the course of this tutorial, we've covered 
each individual section of AGS — building 
rooms, adding puzzles and introducing 
characters. Put these together, and you get rooms 
containing puzzles and characters. Combine them and 
you get adventure games. This month we'll be looking 
at a few of the puzzles that you can make use of, as 
well as how you can polish your game up to 
professional standards. 





El A puff of logic By far the easiest puzzle type is the 
simple lock-and-key. You need to get through the front door, 
SO you reach into your inventory and extract the front door 
key. The rest writes itself. Where this becomes more 
interesting is that your lock and key don't have to be so 
specific — giving gold to a dragon, hurling a brick through a 
window, fnorbing your flibble or manually punching a code 
into a keypad are all examples of this variety. The catch is 
that this variety of puzzle is unlikely to keep a player's 
attention for very long, and doesn't leave much scope for 
imagination. The solution is to build this simple objective 
(unlock the door) into a string of more challenging problems. 
There are two principle methods of doing this — the 
inventory chain and the Babel Fish. The key difference, no 
pun intended, is that an inventory chain primarily focuses 
on the acquisition of the key that you need, while a Babel 
Fish (named after a particularly evil puzzle in the Infocom 
conversion of The Hitchhiker's Guide to the Galaxy) 
constantly throws complications at you. In an inventory 
chain, you might find yourself oiling the robot to get it to 
talk, then persuading it to give you the key you need, 
while a Babel Fish puzzle would give you the key on a 
Silver platter, only to have a little imp scurry out of a 
keyhole and steal it when you tried to unlock the door. 


The Pet ood Bon? 3 Conn ood Do thee, 





In the infamous ‘Bones’ puzzle you have to work your way 
through the seemingly endless doorways of a voodoo pirate’s 
castle. Each door is decorated with mixed up skeletons. 
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E Cut and placed In both of these cases, you can 

see how a simple situation suddenly becomes more 
complicated when broken down into sub-puzzles. It’s 

not simply unlocking the door, its getting the key and 
opening the door, and each can be as complicated as 

you like. The majority of puzzles that you'll find are of 

the Inventory Chain style, in which you begin with next to 
nothing and gradually acquire the items that you need to 
get further items, until happening upon the ‘key’. These 

are usually fairly straightforward to design and play because 
your items are drip-fed to you in a constant stream, making 
finding the right place to use them a matter of observation 
rather than logic. Babel Fish puzzles are considerably harder, 
not necessarily in terms of design, but in terms of keeping 
your audiences interest. There are only so many times 

that you can slap a player in the face by having a locked 
door open to reveal another locked door, or having the 

key spontaneously combust in the keyhole before you'll 
lose their interest. 

In particular, its exceptionally poor form to put the player 
into a situation where they can no longer finish the game 
— better known as ‘unwinnable situations’. An example of 
this would be a puzzle where you have to bribe a troll 
with a bar of chocolate in a game which lets you eat any 
items in your inventory. If youre going to let your player 
destroy a crucial item, always make sure that theres either 
an accessible alternate solution at hand, or way of retrieving 
the lost object — such as giving the troll a fish instead, or 
popping yet another chocolate bar out of a broken 
vending machine. 


B All things combined The next level of puzzle is 
the more outright logic variety, in which you have a set 
of tools and have to work out how to combine them. 
These can be inventory objects or ‘environment’ objects 
found in the gameworld — for instance, opening a can of 
worms by running it across a sharpened rock, using the 
worm to bait a fishing rod and walking away with a golden 
‘Catch of the Day’ trophy. The most commonly seen example 
of this is the locked prison door, with the key visible on the 
other side of the doorway. Theres no way to turn the key 
directly, but luckily you have a sheet of paper to hand 
which can be slid under the door, and a bent nail to knock 
the key out of the hole so that you can pull it to your side 
of the door and escape. 

These — if not this specific example — are usually 
the most satisfying to solve, because they involve thinking 
ahead rather than just clicking every object on every other 
object until Ego says “Ah-HAH!", but you should always 
ensure that the player can see why things are working. 
A puzzle in which they have to build a dummy using a 
mop and an overcoat is only going to work if the 
groundwork has already been laid out — for instance, a 
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white-haired warden and a short-sighted guard. Simply 
having them make the dummy just in time for the 
aforementioned guard to make his first appearance and 
open the door wouldnt work, but you can easily slip a 
few hints into conversations or even the background 
animation. Monkey Island 2 used this method for a puzzle 
involving a spitting contest — the main challenge was 
making a gloopy drink for suitably thick slobber, but you 
had to watch the animation on the flags in the background 
to spot when the wind was blowing hard enough to give 
you an edge. 


© Quicksave the environment Monkey Island 2 
contained several puzzles of this ilk, forcing players to 
physically sit down and decipher the gameworld in order to 
progress. These are amongst the hardest puzzles to design, 
simply because you have to remember how 
much more you know about the gameworld than your 
players. Bad adventure games are so riddled with such 
ridiculous excuses for puzzles that it's hard to come up 
with exaggerated examples — such as Accolades Search 
for the King expecting players to spontaneously kiss a 
fortune-telling gypsy so that shed teleport away, then pet 
her lizard to get a ‘Resurrection Card’, which they wouldnt 
need until they got trampled to death on the games final 
screen by an army of insane Elvis fans. On the plus side, 
few ever made it that far thanks to the cretinous designers 
completely failing to tell anybody that they were supposed 
to have been building an Elvis costume for a lookalike show. 
You dont have to spill all your beans, but dont demand 
that players read your mind either. 

Two Monkey Island puzzles in particular stand out. 
The first involved winning a rigged game by working out a 
simple number sequence — youd be shown a number of 
fingers and be told ‘If this is 4’ — pause to change fingers — 
‘What is this?’. To help you figure it out, there was another 


Sacred Cows 





Many hail Blade Runner as one of the best 
games ever. It’s not — it’s really, really bad. 
Particularly egregious puzzles involved sitting in 
a chair and promptly dying, thanks to it secretly 
being filled with scorpions, and a reaction-test 
involving weighing down a plank with a dead rat. 








The Hitchhiker's Guide to the Galaxy is a 
terrible game. It gave the world the Babel Fish 
puzzle, but acts as a firm guide of How Not To Do It. 
Equally, unwinnable situations — such as the needing 
to have collected random tools from all through the 
game to see the ending, are now unacceptable. 
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Bad adventure games are so riddled with such ridiculous 
excuses for puzzles. You don't have to spill all your beans, 
but dont demand that players read your mind either. 


pirate constantly running through this mini-puzzle, making 
the actual answer kickingly-obvious to anyone prepared to 
use a bit of lateral thinking. The reason that this worked so 
well was that the puzzle was so tied to the situation. You 
might not know what the answer was, but at least you 
knew where you were meant to be looking. 

Slightly more broken up was the infamous ‘Bones’ 
puzzle, in which you had to work your way through the 
seemingly endless doorways of a voodoo pirates castle. 
Each door was visually distinct, decorated with mixed 
up skeletons, but there were no maps or other guides to 
exactly which ones you were meant to take. None, that 
is, unless you remembered one of the pivotal cut-scenes, 
in which the main characters skeletal parents danced, 
singing ‘The head bones connected to the knee bone!” 
and other variants. A song which youd been carrying around 
on a piece of paper ever since. This one puzzle is a perfect 
example of tying two seemingly unrelated and, let's be 
honest, totally ridiculous situations together into one 
cohesive, satisfying puzzle, and wrap it up in something 
that everyone will remember for years. PCP 











As a final sign-off to this series, 
here are some valuable links 
that you may find useful for 
your adventure games: 


www.adventuregamers.com 
News and reviews of the 
latest adventures to hit the 
underground and software 
shelves, such as the latest 
chapter of the Broken 

Sword series 


www.ifcomp.org 

Currently in progress, see the 
latest interactive fiction games 
battling it out for dominance in 
this year’s competition 


www.iftheory.org 

A forthcoming book on puzzle 
theory. It related primarily to 
text-based interactive fiction, 
but the topics on offer certainly 
apply to graphical adventures 
as well http://savage.samods. 
com. Looking for voice actors? 
Impress them with your game, 
and you can find a ready made 
cast here. 


Next month we'll be 
embarking on a brand 
new masterclass tutorial. 





Leisure Suit Larry 5 isn’t so much a sacred cow 
as a festering cockroach, but is one of the most 
famous examples of experienced designers avoiding 
puzzles. Attempting to maintain a movie-like feel, you 
could complete almost the entire game with random 
clicks — if you could stand to spend time with it. 
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6 INTERMEDIATE 
Basic understanding 

of Impression DVD-Pro 
or similar DVD authoring 
suite is an advantage 


Mediachance DVD Menu 
Studio evaluation 

version, images to work 
with, MPEG-2 video files 


DVD AUTHORING 





Frank Charlton shows you how to export menus from DVD 
Menu Studio, then import them into Pinnacle Impression DVD-Pro 


ver the last two months, we've discussed 
the basics of designing your own advanced 
and professional looking DVD Video menu. 
Last issue, we worked with the excellent shareware 
program DVD Menu Studio to create multi-layered 
TrueColour menus which can contain much more 
sophisticated effects than any automatically generated 
menus can ever have. 





E Putting your menus to the test Once you've 
finished designing and constructing your menus in DVD 
Menu Studio, its time to put them to the test and make 
use of them in an actual project. 

Since DVD Menu Studio uses its own proprietary format 
for menu storage, you need to export your work in a format 
understood by whichever DVD authoring suite you're using. 
The suite you opt for is, of course, your own choice, but 
weve been using Pinnacles Impression DVD-Pro for the 
purposes of this tutorial. Impression reads the PSD file format 
invented by Adobe for its flagship graphics application 
Photoshop — a compressed format that supports multiple 
layers and alpha channel transparency, two very useful 
things when attempting to design a striking menu. 


E Exporting the menu Launch DVD Menu Studio, 
then open the project file we were working on. From the 
File menu, choose DVD Menu Export to open the first of 
a series of dialogs. Here you should specify whether you 
want to export a menu for the PAL or NTSC TV standards, 
and which authoring suite youre using. Next, ensure you 
set the type to TrueColour Menu. On the final screen, 
you'll see an option entitled Sharpen Image. Whether 
you use this or not depends on your menu. With some 
designs we've seen an Improvement, but many have 
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Exporting your completed menu from DVD Menu Studio is 
simplicity itself - as long as your authoring application is 
supported, that is. 
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looked unnecessarily grainy when viewed on TV, so do 
experiment with your own designs. 


E Loading the menu Once you have Impression DVD- 
Pro open and ready to go, loading the menu Is simplicity 
itself. In the Assets pane on the left of the Impression 
display, switch to the Menus tab. Right-click here, select 
Import Assets and navigate to the finished PSD file you 
exported from DVD Menu Studio. This is where Impression 
gets clever behind the scenes and takes a huge amount 
of hard work away from you. As the file is opened, 
Impression scans the layer names. As you'll see if you read 
the complex sections on menu design in the Impression 
manual, the program knows which part of your PSD file 

is a background and which part is an active button. Each 
part follows a strict naming convention. This is something 
you havent had to worry about previously as DVD Menu 
Studio takes care of it all behind the scenes. Once the 
asset is loaded, switch to the Images tab and you'll see 
that Impression has parsed the file and separated the 
layers into individual images. 


©) Importing the menu To import the menu design 
into your actual project timeline, switch back to the Menu 
tab. Drag the whole PSD file — not an individual button — 
from the Images tab. Take note, and drop it onto the 
Menus section of the timeline at the top of the Impression 
display. The background image will appear at the start 

of both the Menus and Video 1 track, but don't worry, 

as this is perfectly normal. 

At this point, and before you begin anything more 
complex, its a good idea to take a quick look at your menu 
in simulation mode, just to make sure any rollover effects 
you have on buttons are working as they should. Double- 
click on the menus background image in the Video 1 
timeline and a working preview will appear in the main 
Impression monitor window. Here you can hover the mouse 
to test rollovers and effects. Once you're done, double-click 
the image in the Menus timeline to return to editing. 

When your'e satisfied that your basic effects are 
behaving properly, its time to begin importing your 
actual video and audio footage and linking it to the menu 
buttons youve designed. Again, its a case of using the 
Import Assets command to load your files. 

Before you begin, you need to consider one of the 
eccentricities shown by many prosumer and high-end 
DVD authoring suites: they don't like multiplexed video and 
audio streams. When you produce an MPEG-2 file suitable 
for authoring to DVD with most encoders, you spit out a 
single file which contains both the video and audio data 
multiplexed together. Impression doesn't like this, and neither 
do many other suites. Since Impression DVD-Pro doesn't 
come with any tools to separate the streams, you'll need to 
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If you're using footage shot in 16:9 widescreen, it’s important 
to tell Impression that. To do this, open the Preferences dialog 


and switch from 4:3. 


use third-party software. See the boxout entitled ‘Cross the 
Streams’ on these pages for useful tips on how to go about 


this process. 


H Adding footage Adding a video file to an Impression 
project is as simple as picking it up from the Assets pane 
and dropping it onto the timeline. Any audio intended to 
accompany the video should also be dropped into the 
corresponding place on the Audio 1 section of the timeline. 
If you have more than one audio stream to use and want 
your menu to switch between them, right-click the Audio 1 
button and select Add Audio Track’. Then simply drag the 
second stream to this part of the timeline. 

Make sure youre at the edit view of your main menu 
(double-click the image in the Menus timeline to make sure) 
and youre ready to link video files to buttons. Most DVDs 
have a Play button which simply opens the main video 


Cross the streams 


If you go on to add a secondary audio track such as a 
commentary, Impression DVD-Pro makes it easy to toggle 
these and others from the menu. 


program with no further options, so lets add that. You'll 
notice that each button in your menu has a small box 


attached in the monitor view which displays ë??í at present. 
This shows the linking information for that button. Pick up 


the movie footage from Video 1 and drop it onto this button. 
You should see the °???” change to something like ‘T1 C1’, 
which represents Title 1, Chapter 1. Test this by previewing the 
working menu as we've already done, and then click the 
button you assigned. It should play the video track. 

Impression is capable of much more. Scene selection 
menus are created by dropping individual chapter points 
onto buttons to start playback of the main movie at set 


points. Switching audio streams is also possible. Right- 


click a button and select Properties. In the Switch Command 
section, change the drop-down menu to show Switch 
Audio, then simply select the new audio track in the Target 
drop-down menu. PCP 


Impression DVD-Pro will only work with standard MPEG-2 files if you've put the work in too 


Digital video files such as the AVI format 
used by Windows or the MPEG format 
used by DVD Video discs normally hold 
one video track and one audio track 
which can be either in mono or stereo. 
Each of these tracks is known as a 
stream, and in general, the video and 
audio tracks are combined into a single 
file, usually known as a program. 

The audio and video streams are 
interleaved with each other, and the 
playback program splits them as you 
watch the footage. 

Impression DVD-Pro doesn't like 
working with program streams like this, 
and requires separate audio and video 
tracks — it simply won't load an MPG 


file from disk. For Impression to accept 
your footage as valid, you need to split 
the program stream into separate files, 
each containing an audio and video 
track. This process is known as 
demultiplexing, or demuxing for short. 

Surprisingly, Impression doesn't come 
with the tools you'll need to split a 
program stream up. There aren't many 
tools available which are easy to use on 
the PC, but they’re available. For our 
money, the easiest lies deep within the 
excellent MPEG encoder TMPEGEnc, 
available as shareware. 

Launch TMPEGEnc, then select MPEG 
Tools from the File menu, opening the 
dialog you see here. For most demuxing 


jobs, the Simple De-Multiplex option 
will be more than sufficient. Select this, 
and click the Browse button to locate 
your MPEG program stream. Use the 
other two Browse buttons to specify 
where the program should place the 
separate audio and video files, then 
click Run to proceed. 

If you come across a more 
sophisticated program stream such as 
one with multiple audio or video 
streams in the same file, use the De- 
multiplex option. Again, Open your file. 
This time you'll see a list of what it 
contains. Double-click individual 
streams to save them to files, or select 
all and use the Run button again. E 








TMPEGEnc, www.tmpgenc.net. 
Here you'll find Hiroyuki Hori's 
superb MPEG-1 and MPEG-2 
encoding software, capable of 
producing superb quality files. 
The shareware version has 
unlimited MPEG-1 encoding, 
but only supports DVD MPEG-2 
for 30 days unless you register. 


Pinnacle Systems, 
www.pinnaclesys.com. Visit 
these pages and ensure you 
have the latest update to 
Impression DVD-Pro, as it fixes 
some annoying bugs and adds 
lots of new DVD recorders to 
the supported list. 


Digital Digest, www.digital- 
digest.com/dvd/. An excellent 
site, and the Downloads 
section is as comprehensive a 
selection of links to useful stuff 
as you'll find anywhere. 


We'll be embarking on a brand 
new Masterclass series. 





TMPEGEnc can demultiplex 
MPEG program streams into 
discrete audio and video files 
for use in Impression. 
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Part One 


Broadband options 
available for Linux 


HRS MINS 


INTERMEDIATE 
Basic experience of 
Installing Linux drivers, 
using basic commands 


A working network card 
thats recognised by 
Linux, a broadband- 
capable telephone line 
or cable service 





or large sections of the country, broadband 
Internet access is here in a big way. In fact, if 
you're within an area supported by one of the 
two broadband technologies, slow dial-up connections 
are now an anachronism. So, what better way to 
exploit your broadband potential than with an OS 
designed to be net-connected all the time? 


In the UK at least, broadband access is divided into two 
separate technologies, one of which has two service 
providers and the other of which has hundreds. If you want 
always-on, high-speed Internet access, you can choose 
between the ADSL service offered over the standard BT 
telephone network, or the cable broadband service provided 
by major communications companies NIL and Telewest. 

Both methods provide true broadband connections and 
which you opt for is primarily dictated by availability. Cable 
access is non-existent in many parts of the country. ADSL, on 
the other hand, is spreading well, albeit not as fast as many 
of us would like. We've discussed the pros and cons of each 
broadband technology heavily in PC Plus in the past, so we 
wont go over old ground here. Suffice it to to say, both cable 
and ADSL connections can be used with Linux. 


Cable modems To begin with, cable modems are 
much less hassle to get to grips with where Linux boxes are 
concerned. Your cable modem is provided by whichever of 
the two companies holds the franchise for your area, and 
while the modem models are updated from time to time, 
there shouldn't be any problems getting them to work with 
any Linux distribution you choose. 

If youre running a single Linux machine and want cable 
modem connectivity, there are two ways to proceed. If youre 
only going to use one PC, you can run a length of network 
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Discovering the hardware MAC address for your network 
card is as simple as typing a command into the Terminal. 
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cable between the NIC on your PC and the Ethernet socket 
on the cable modem. Assuming that your cable modem is 
installed and working and Linux already recognises your 
network card, its a case of plug in, power up and go. All 
cable modems require the MAC address of your network 
card, and many of those supplied by NTL in particular will 
lock themselves to the first MAC address they're connected 
to. Before you connect the modem to your Linux box, you 
need to know this MAC address. 

Under Windows NT, 2000 or XP you can find this by 
simply opening the command prompt window and typing: 


ipconfig /all 


The line youte looking for is labelled Physical Address and 
appears as six two-digit characters separated by dashes. 
Under Linux, open a terminal window and type: 


/sbin/ifconfig fia 


This time you're looking for something labelled ‘HWaddr’, 

but it's still that same string of two-digit numbers and letters. 
Now, armed with the MAC address of your card, it's time to 
connect the cable modem to your Linux box. You'll need to 
run the DHCP client to wake the modem up and let your PC 
talk to it. Again, from a command line, type: 


dhcpcd -h username 


while replacing the username string with the one you 
registered, or were given when you subscribed to the service. 

The alternative, which is future-proof if you decide to 
invest in another PC, whether its running Linux or Windows, 
is to Invest in a broadband router. These hardware devices 
distribute your broadband connection across your network, 
and its a case of connecting the cable modem and PC to 
separate sockets on the router and letting the router 
hardware take care of most of the configuration. In this case, 
your cable ISP will provide details on how to configure the 
router with your username details. 

As you can see, connecting a cable modem to a Linux 
machine is a bit of a non-event since it almost always goes 
smoothly. Sadly, ADSL connections arent quite so simple... 


ADSL connections Most home-level ADSL packages 
will provide you with an ADSL modem which has no Ethernet 
connectivity at all, and instead connects to the host PC using 
a USB connection. A few short years ago, that would have 
been it, thanks to the initially troublesome USB support in 
Linux. Thankfully, most USB devices now work fine. 
Unfortunately, there are still problems with many models of 
ADSL modem. 

When broadband first launched in the UK, BT supplied a 
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Telewest’s Blueyonder cable broadband service provides fast 
connections if you live in an area supported by the company. 


SpeedTouch USB modem from French manufacturer Alcatel. 
These wouldn't work at all until dedicated drivers were 
written for them. Youte unlikely to get one of these today 
since BT now supplies its own devices, but its good to 
know that the Linux driver is stable and appears to 

work well. 

BT currently supplies the BT Voyager ADSL modem to 
home customers. The first version was problematic with 
Linux, but now works well. For these modems, you need a 
driver package called ECIADSL. This is designed to support 
almost all ADSL modems which are based around the 
Globespan chipset. This includes the BT Voyager, as well as 
devices from ASUS, D-Link and some USRobotics models. 

Late in 2003, BT began providing customers with the 
newer Voyager 100 USB ADSL modem, and this is where the 
problems begin. While the Voyager 100 is also based around 
the same Globespan chipset, it doesn't appear to work in 


What, no Broadband Britain? 


You still have several options available to you even if you don't live in a broadband-enabled area... 


So what can you do if you're one of the 
unfortunate but all-too-great minority 
who lives in an area where neither 
ADSL nor cable broadband is available? 
The first option is to stick with a 56K 
analog modem and the attendant 
problems which come with it, such as 
slow connections, slow downloads and 
the feeling that you're being left behind. 
Thankfully, that nightmare scenario 
won't exist forever. BT is committed to 
rolling out broadband across the entire 
country in stages, and your area could 
well be next. Generally speaking, if you 
can't get broadband you fall into one of 
two camps: those who can't get a signal 
because they live too far from the local 





exchange, and those who live in an area 
where the exchange itself doesn't 
support broadband yet. 

If it’s the former, it's a waiting game. 
BT is refining the technology behind 
broadband and the range is slowly 
extending. A year ago this writer was 
out of range, but now sits here with a 
full-strength ADSL connection. Check 
with BT regularly, and don't rely on 
registering with the company in the 
hope that someone will call you back 
when you're within range. In our 
experience, the call will never come. 

If you fall into the latter category, you 
need to get onto the BT website and 
register your interest. Each exchange 
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The ECI ADSL drivers come with this handy graphical 
configuration tool. This makes installation a breeze. 


every case, no matter which Linux distro youre using. The 
ECI ADSL website has the modem listed under the ‘probably 
supported’ section, although there are no more details 
available. If you have one of these devices, or a Globespan- 
derived device from another manufacturer, then ECI ADSL 
will doubtless add support at a later stage. Provided your 
modem is supported, ECI ADSL isn't difficult to set up, 
especially if you follow the tutorials on the website and use 
the graphical configuration utility available with the drivers. 

Finally, the more elegant ADSL solution is to junk the 
processor-hungry USB modems altogether and follow the 
cable modem route. This simply involves buying yourself a 
broadband router and then connecting to the Internet via 
Ethernet. Not only does this put much less strain on the 
host machines CPU, but it takes almost no time at all to set 
up and doesnt involve any third-party drivers and overly 
convoluted installation procedures. PCP 


has a preset trigger level of interest and 
once enough people have registered 
interest in a given area, the exchange 
will be upgraded to ADSL. The moral 
here is simple — stand up and be 
counted, and convince everyone in your 
area with a PC to do the same. 

Finally, there’s always ISDN. BT 
recently scrapped the Home Highway 
service, replacing it with BT Midband. 
This is a twin-channel ISDN dial-up 
service like Highway but comes with 
bandwidth-on-demand controls to use 
either one or two 64K channels. It's 
slower and more expensive than 
broadband, but you can read more at 
www.bt.com/btmidband/. 





ECI ADSL 

www-flashtux.org. This is the 
home site for the drivers for 
Globespan-based ADSL 
modems. It initially appears in 
French, but you can click on 
the Union Jack icon at the top 
right to switch to English. 


The Caretaker’s Pages 
www.thecaretaker.org.uk/ 
drivers/btvoyager/btvoyager 
linux.htm. This is an excellent 
guide to the site author's 
experiences in getting the first 
BT Voyager ADSL modem 
working on his Linux box. 


Paranoidfish.org 
www.paranoidfish.org/notes/ 
2003/03/02/2113. Entitled 
‘Fun with a Telewest USB 
Cable Modem and Linux’, this 
page has some very useful 
information if you opt for the 
cable route. 


Once you've got an always-on 
connection, your computer is 
at a higher risk from online 
threats. We explain how you 
can stay safe and secure. 











BT Midband. Is this a useful 
service, or is it just exploiting 
those people who can't get 
true high-speed connection? 


Plus 210 | Christmas 2003 


A HRS MINS 
INTERMEDIATE 
Knowledge of 


networking an 
advantage 
































Knowledge of IP 
| networking and 
o User-mode Linux 


Part Two 
Networking with 
UML 


ast month we looked at the basic functionality 
of User-mode Linux and learned how to build 
a kernel that we can run as a regular binary. 
Having a user-space Linux installation is very useful, 

but at this stage were still hampered by one thing — 

a complete lack of network access. 





Using Linux without Internet connectivity isn’t productive, 
particularly if one uses a distribution such as Debian which 
integrates package management with the network. 
Obviously, we can't connect our UML directly into a physical 
LAN, as it has no access to hardware devices on the host. 
Instead, we must provide network access to the UML via a 
software interface on the host. There are a number of 
different ways to achieve this. In this tutorial, were going to 
cover bringing up a basic network between a UML and a 
host system. We'll then look at connecting to the outside 
works from our user-Space Linux instance. 


Chaos and insanity Before we start playing with an 
internal network between the host and UML, its worth doing 
a sanity check on the current host configuration. Since the 
UML will be routing through the host, if the host's connection 
to the network is unreliable, its going to make debugging 
any issues on the UML even more exciting than usual. (Not 
to mention the fact that we'll be pulling DNS configurations 
from the host, so if those are incorrect we'll simply be 
extending the chaos to another Linux system). 

From a topology perspective, we'll be creating the 
equivalent of a very small LAN behind our host, which will 
route any NAT traffic heading out into the world. Of course, 
routing and NAT is the easy part of the whole process. We 
still have to start by creating a user-space network on the 
system that the UMLs can use. 
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Before we can use TUN/TAP with our UML, we need to compile 
the transport into the kernel 
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Network transportation UML supports a variety 
of network transports depending upon the specific 
requirements of our network. The SLIP and SLIRP transports 
aren't really all that useful, but the latter is the only transport 
for UML which doesn't require root priviliges to be available 
on the host system. Were going to operate under the 
assumption that we have root on the host, so we can get 
away with using whatever transport we choose. 

Of the remaining transports, two are for UML-to- 

UML communication, using multicast or via the uml_switch 
process which runs on the host. We don't need root to 

run uml_switch, but its not going to help us a whole lot 

if we want to access something outside of our little local 
UML network. 

TUN/TAP is the transport of choice for most UML users, as 
it gives us complete control over the network traffic to each 
of the UMLs. For every Ethernet device within the UML theres 
a corresponding IAP device on the host. TUN/TAP should not 
be confused with ‘ethertap which was the old 2.2-based 
user-space interface to Ethernet networks. TUN/TAP was 
written for us with the ‘vtund’ program which runs IP and 
Ethernet tunnels over TCP or UDP connections. The ‘tun’ 
device is an IP only device, which UML doesn't currently 
support, leaving us with tap devices that are completly 
Ethernet-based. 


Tap the tap device There are two ways to get 
a tap device up and running, which depend on taste 
and configuration requirements. The most basic is to use 
the uml_net program, which is executed by UML 
automatically. To set up our tap device, configure its IP 
and set up a proxy ARP so we can actually access something 
outside of the local host. Proxy ARP assumes that were 
going to give the UML an IP from the local range on the 
LAN. In many cases, this may not be what we want. 
Creating a totally seperate network on the host for UMLs, 
and performing NAT on the host gives us a little 
more flexability when it comes to the topology 
of our user-space network. 


$ ./linux ubd0=rootfs 
eth0O=tuntap,,,192.168.1.254 


Where the IP address is for the tap end of the UML to host 
connection, it can generally be the same as ethO on the 
host. We can also bring up a tap device on the host for UML 
using the ‘tunctl’ program. This will initialise a tap device for 
us. We can then boot our UML with an option to use that tap 
device as the transport. 


# modprobe tun 
# tunctl -u david -t uml-test0 
# chmod 666 /dev/net/tun 
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The output from dmesg shows us how our UML Ethernet 


devices are configured, and in the case of our TUN/TAP 
devices, it shows us the MAC. 


TVS) niranl ir eure = 


This brings up a tap device called ‘uml-testO0’ which is 
accessable by the user david’. /dev/net/tun must be read 
and writable by david’, independent of whatever options are 
passed via tunctl. Now, we simply need to add a ‘ethO=" 
option to our UML command line and were almost done: 


$ ./linux ubd0=rootfs eth0=tuntap,uml-test0 


At this stage we cant do much, as all we have is a point-to- 
point Ethernet connection without an IP address at either 
end. The simplest way to set up an IP network for a single 
UML is to use a /30 network, which has a 255.255.255.252 
netmask. This gives two routeable IP addresses, one for the 
UML and one for the host's tap device. On the host, we do: 


# ifconfig uml-test0O 10.2.1.1 netmask 
255.255.255.252 broadcast 10.2.1.3 up 


Building bridges 
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The ‘tunctl’ utility is used to create a tap device for use 
with our User Mode Linux System. 


Within our UML we do the same, but using the other IP 


# ifconfig eth0 10.2.1.2 netmask 
255.255.255.252 broadcast 10.2.1.3 up 


Assuming everything worked properly, we should be able to 

ping back and forth between the host and the UML. If not, it 
is particularly useful to run trusty ‘tcodump on the tap device 
SO we can watch what traffic is leaving the UML. 


©) Using tunctl We can bring up as many /30 
networks as we like, with the next one using 10.2.1.5 

for the host and 10.2.1.6 for the UML. As only one UML 
can use any individual tap device, we need to make 
another one using tunctl for any other UMLs were 
running. To provide connectivity between UMLs, the host 
will act as a router, so the default route on any UML will 


Even if we can't route or proxy ARP we can still connect our UML to the LAN 


Routing can sometimes be a big mess, 
particularly if we don't have access to 
all the routers on the network. Rather 
than set up a route to our UML, we can 
create a virtual ‘switch’ on our host 
system and connect both the eth0 on 
the host and the tap device relating to 
the UML to the switch, and provide 
direct Ethernet connectivity to the UML. 
No changes outside of the host system 
are required, and the UML appears to 
every other system as if it was directly 
connected to the LAN. This is performed 
through the bridging capabilities of the 
Linux kernel on the host system, so one 
needs to load the kernel module before 
trying to do anything else: 


# modprobe bridge 


We then need to create the tap device 
for our UML, bring it up, then set up the 
bridge to include the existing ethO 
device from the host. To include a 
device in the bridge we need to remove 
it's IP address. We must move the IP 
from ethO to brO on the host so the host 
can continue to access the network: 


# tunctl -u david -t uml- 
test0 

# ifconfig uml-test0O up 
promisc 

# brctl addbr bro 

# brctl stp bro 0 


# brctl sethello brO 0 

# brctl setfd brO 0 

# brctl addif brO uml-test0 
# ifconfig ethO 0.0.0.0 
promisc up 

# brctl addif brO eth0 

# ifconfig brO 10.1.1.20 
netmask 255.255.255.0 up 

# route add default via 
alae ea le 


We bring up ethO within the UML using 
an IP from the same range as used by 
the host, so in this situation we could 
use 10.1.1.21. Nothing else needs to be 
changed on the host, as the bridge will 
forward the packets for us. E 








When we first start working 
with networking under UML, 
it's very easy to end up ina 
situation where traffic goes 
into an interface, but for some 
reason doesn't come out the 
other end. It's not uncommon 
for UML to fail to connect to the 
tap device due to incorrect 
permissions on /dev/net/tun, 
or because another process is 
currently using that tap device. 
Using tools like tcpdump or 
etherape, we can monitor 
traffic on the host's tap 
interface and capture any 
packets that are leaving or 
entering the UML. This is 
obviously also a rather good 
place to install an IDS, such 
as snort, to check out any 
undesirable network traffic 
heading for our UMLs which 
may have a less than 
wonderful effect on the 
stability of our network. 





Connecting our UML's tap to a 
bridge allows us to extend our 
physical Ethernet network using 
a virtual network switch. 
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Were going to be using UML 
for more complex networking 
next month, but as a tap 
device is effectivly the same as 
an Ethernet device under 
Linux, almost anything that 
uses Ethernet devices can use 
a tap device too. At the top of 
many people's list is SNMP 
capabilities, so one can graph 
the bandwidth usage of each 
individual UML. 

MRTG will pick up the tap 
devices as if they were any 
other sort of network interface, 
and graph the traffic across 
them. However, it’s worth 
remembering that whatever 
traffic is seen on the tap 
device, it's the opposite of 
what the UML is actually 
doing. As the tap device is the 
other end of a very simple 
point to point pipe, what goes 
into the virtual ethO on the 
UML will be seen as leaving 
the tap device on the host. 
MRTG allows us to reverse the 
‘flow’ of traffic and graph it 
correctly, but other graphing 
programs such as Cacti may 
require a little more convincing 
to reverse the graph. 


Next month we'll be using 
UML for more advanced 
routing requirements. 





The uml_switch process is 
a great way to get UMLs 
to communicate without 
requiring root privileges. 


ADVANCED LINUX 


# ./linux ubd0=rootfs 
eth0=pcap,eth0,tcp 


need to be set to the IP on the host end of the tap device: 


# route add default gw 10.2.1.1 


We can, of course, route a subnet of IPs to our UML by 
setting up a Static route on the host. The UML can either 
have aliases set up on it’s ethO device, or perform DNAT 
for specific packets coming in ethO for a particular IP Since 
the tap connections are point-to-point, we can't simply 
use ifconfig to add another IP to the UML, so a static /32 
route needs to be created on the host to route across 

the tap device. 

Rather than using /30 networks, we can also set up 
simple point-to-point interfaces using the tap devices. Each 
tap device on the host uses the IP from the host's ethO 
device, and a Static route is set up to the IP on the UML so 
that the host can connect to it: 


# ifconfig tapO 10.2.1.1 netmask 
255.255.255.255 up 
# route add -host 10.2.1.2 dev tap0 


For systems on the LAN to communicate with the UML, we 
need to have the host answer ARP requests for the UML's IP 
then route traffic across the tap device into the UML. 


# echo 1> 
/proc/sys/net/ipv4/conf/tap0/arp filter 
# arp -Ds 10.2.1.2 eth0 pub 


The UML will set the same default route as if we had a 
/30 network setup for it. 

Allowing our UML to connect to the outside world is 
easily done using iptables. We simply need to enable 
masquerading or SNAT for the external interface on the 
host, be it Ethernet or PPP 


uml switch 





Network monitoring tools, such as 
Etherape, can be run transparently 
on a UML using the pcap transport. 
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TUN/TAP was originally designed to be used by the vtun 
tool, to create IP and Ethernet tunnels, but replaces 
ethertap in the 2.4 kernel 


# modprobe ip tables 

# modprobe ip conntrack 

# iptables -t nat -A POSTROUTING -o eth0 -j 
MASQUERADE 

# echo 1 > /proc/sys/net/ip4/ip forward 


Within each UML we need to set up the host's end of 
our /30 network to be the default gateway, and we 
should be able to traceroute out onto the Internet without 
any problems. If NAT is going to break lots of things, it’s 
also possible to route a /24 to our host, assuming were 
able to modify the routes on the network. A /24 route 
will give us 64 /30 internal routes, which is more UMLs 
than most systems could realistically handle. Anything 
more than this would require some fairly creative routing, 
or at the very least, the use of a routing protocol such 

as RIP or OSPF PCP 


Creating a virtual network on a host allows the UMLs to communicate 


The TUN/TAP transport is purely used 
for the UML to communicate with the 
host system, either to provide network 
access between the two, or to obtain 
connectivity out onto the Internet. Of 
course, there are many occasions where 
outside connectivity isn't needed, or 
when root privileges aren't available. 

The ‘uml_ switch’ transport is a user- 
space process that all of the UMLs 
connect to, and creates a very simple 
switch for communication. Since the 
uml_switch process runs as the same 
user as the UMLs, we don’t have any 
requirements to run the thing as root, 
or otherwise make life more confusing. 
As it's a layer two switch, we can 
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run any protocol over it, including IP 
Broadcasting works properly, so fun 
things like DHCP and BOOTP can be 
used to manage UMLs. The only caveat 
with such a system is that if the 
uml_switch process dies, then we 
need to manually go to each UML 
and remove and re-add the eth0 
device to reconnect to the switch. 
Similar functionality can be achieved 
using a bridge on the host, but this 
does require root privileges to create 
both the tap devices and to add them 
to the bridge. On the plus side, we can 
filter the tap devices using ‘ebtables’ on 
the host and monitor them via SNMP. So 
it's a case of weighing up convenience 


against management. Everything for 
uml_switch operates using sockets, so 
there's no way to filter any frames or 
limit connectivity of an individual UML 
to the switch process. We can also bind 
a uml_switch process to a tap device, 
providing connectivity to the host via 
any system attached to the uml_switch. 
Using tunctl to create the tap device, we 
pass '-tap tap0’ to the uml_switch, 
where tap0 is the name of our tap 
device, and it will function as a port on 
the switch. Of course, it’s no longer a 
point-to-point device, as there are many 
ports on the uml_ switch, so setting up a 
proper network using a valid netmask 
will make life easier. E 


Part One 
Controlled 
loops emphasis 


This Series 


Wilf Hey embarks on a new study of algorithms and their 
gn, and stops to consider why we need them and when 
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ell-crafted algorithms sort out and solve 
problems, and in a computer system they 
form the skeleton of most successful 
programs, yet few are taught to programmers. 

When you're armed with the explanation of how 
algorithms work,however, you'll be equipped to invent 
and develop new ones. 





Roughly speaking, an algorithm is a method of 
accomplishing something. But what's different between any 
set of commands and an algorithm? Generally, an algorithm 
does something interesting — something you may want to 
do again in the future, or something worth doing properly, 
elegantly or swiftly. 

Algorithms became big news in the dawn of the 
computer era when mathematicians and engineers started 
devising machines to accomplish general computational 


far faster (and more accurately) than humans could. 

In 1950, Alan Turing, the pioneer computer expert famed 
for breaking the famous Enigma encoding machine, wrote 
an article that appeared in a magazine featuring popular 
science. The article asked ‘Can a machine think?’, but in 
practice he side-stepped the issue by highlighting the fact 
that theres no good definition of ‘thinking’. He maintained 
that one day a computer would be able to do any task 
assigned to it. If there were some behaviour that could 
convince you that the doer could think, then a computer 
could be described as thinking. If you believe that only 
a human can create, then Turing challenges you to set up 
a test — but you're not allowed to know whether the 
contestant is human or machine. If you can't point out 
unambiguously whether its a human or a machine, then 
you have no right to question whether a machine can 
think (or create, or love). 
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all thats required 
































A healthy interest in 
both programming and 
your workings in your 
own head 


All the files you need 

to complete this 
Masterclass are on this 
month's SuperDisc. Look 
in the Programmers’ 
World section 








tasks. Charles Babbage designed his ‘analytical engine’ — 
essentially the worlds first digital computer — in the 1830s. 
It was eventually built less than twenty years ago, but its 
design turned out to be sound and practical. It was 
conceived to calculate and print mathematical tables driven 
by software in the form of algorithms. 

The first practical computers actually built were 
developed specifically for processing large amounts 
of data at reasonable speed, and so Babbages idea of 


The trick here is that when you analyse any action, you're 
breaking it down to its algorithmic form — and algorithms are 
dead easy for computers. Theorists argue endlessly about 
whether theres anything more to thinking. Closely related to 
this subject is that of Turing Machines. In recent months 
weve seen transition networks, a way of viewing a computer 
program as a map of roads connecting all possible ‘states’ 
in which the computer may find itself. A program command 
moves the computer from one state into another, connected 


‘programming’ them with algorithms fitted the conditions 
neatly. Humans could define the tasks to be solved, 
devise the algorithms to solve them, and feed these 

into general computers which could enact the solutions 


Backward thinking 


by a single path. You can ‘move’ the computer from one 
State to another so long as theres a sequence of steps 

between those two states. A Turing machine is a conceptual 
simplified computer that records movement from state to 


Can you devise an algorithm that will guide you to a solution to this ‘reversing’ puzzle? 


Years ago | worked on a computer 

that had a bank of eight buttons that 
could be used for various purposes, 

and a numeric LED panel just above it. 

I devised a puzzle that used the buttons 
as the only input, and the display as the 
only output. When you started this 
‘Reverse’ program, the digits one to 
eight appeared in the LEDs in random 
sequence. The task was to get them into 
correct sequence simply by pressing 
buttons. If you pressed the fourth 
button, the order of the leftmost four 
displayed numbers was reversed; if you 
pressed the third button, the order of 
the leftmost three displayed numbers 
was reversed, and so on. 


A simulation of this game is called 
“REVERSE.EXE’ on the SuperDisc, along 
with its QBasic source. You should be 
able to get the numbers into correct 
sequence within 13 button presses. Can 
you discover the winning algorithm? If 
you select AUTO mode it will solve the 
puzzle, keeping a separate count of 
‘button presses’ for comparison with the 
human effort. HOME will start a new 
puzzle (and turn off AUTO mode) and 
[CTRL]+HOME will restore the puzzle as 
it was when AUTO was last started. Can 
you tell how the AUTO algorithm wins 
without looking at the source code? 

The Reversing program also has 
a distinctive algorithm in it for the 


process of reversing leftmost numbers 
in a group. If you coded it with ‘brute 
force’ programming, you might find 
that you had to include repetitive 
code, or perhaps use extra memory. 
Think about how you would go about 
creating an algorithm to reverse the 
first N bytes of an array using QBasic 
commands. Break down the task into 
smaller units: swapping elements 

in the array, the first with the ‘N’th, 
and so on. There's a significant 
difference whether N is even or 

odd: with an odd number of items 
you have a middle one that stays 
where it is. Can one set of code cope 
with both situations? E 
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Reversing items in an array 
provides an interesting little 
puzzle, and also brings some 
powerful algorithmic 
programming to light. 
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Whether or not they figure 


greatly in the way we perceive 


our world, algorithms can be 
important as shortcuts to 
thinking. Reducing a repetitive 
task (like tying shoelaces) 

to algorithmic form means 
that there's one less bit of 
knowledge that | must 

keep in mind. 

There's still a major 
challenge: we can use 
algorithms successfully only 
if we know of their existence 
and can see how they can be 
applied. That needs specialist 
knowledge and an adaptable 
mind that's able to see new 
uses for old algorithms. 

We could all prosper from 
the kind of thinking that 
recognises in new problems 
the elements of older 
problems already solved (by 
known algorithms). 
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TABLE SHAPE CORTES? OF 
CONTROLLED LEP 


The simplest form of algorithm is seen in the controlled 
repetition of a FOR.. NEXT loop. Construction of a computer 
backdrop can be readily performed in a controlled loop. 


State, and onward. A Turing machine follows an algorithm, 
step by step, and since its limited by the size of its program, 
well see that an algorithm often incorporates looping, using 
the same commands over and over. In Basic and similar 
procedural languages, the FOR.. NEXT construction marks an 
algorithm — one that's repeated several times. 

Let's say we want to draw a chessboard (eight by eight 
squares) on the monitor screen in 640x480 mode. What size 
should it be? Obviously the maximum size would be 
480x480 or it would be cut off at the top and bottom. Let's 
allow a one-half square surround. This means that from top 
to bottom we'll draw nine lines, dividing the 480 pixels into 
ten regions, the top and bottom being half as wide as the 
other eight. This means that a square will be no more than 
53 pixels on a side: that would take up 4/77 but 54 takes up 
486. Let's make it a round 50 pixels. Eight regions of 50 pixels 


Sri lars ede ' 





There’s nothing ‘magic’ about Euclid’s 

famous algorithm, but it simplifies a 

task so thoroughly that we can just 
a let it do its thing. 











This chessboard has been generated by simple FOR.. NEXT 
loops, and inspection enabled us to pare down the actual 
commands so that they're used more efficiently. 


takes up 400, leaving 80 for the surround: 40 on the top and 
40 on the bottom. With eight regions of 50 pixels each 
likewise in columns, the margin on the left and right is 120 
pixels wide. The extent of the screen is thus from (120,40) to 
(520,440). You can make a neat border by creating a base a 
little larger and then drawing the rows on top of it: 


LINE (115, 35) - STEP(410, 410), 0, BF 


Rows are built on this principle, backing up from the top left 
corner (120, 40) by 50 pixels so that when (i) is 1, the x co- 
ordinate is 120: 


FOR i = 1 TO 9 
LINE(70 + 50 * i, 40) - STEP(0, 400),15 
NEXT 


Algorithmic diversity There are several basic types of algorithms, but which type best suits your problem? 


The ‘Towers of Hanoi’ puzzle of a few months 
ago yielded to a top-down recursive algorithm. 
It was here that we noted that moving N discs 
was simple if you could move (N-1) disks. 
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Two different ‘greedy’ algorithms gave us 

the Minimum Spanning Tree of a network: 
each new connection we made was the best 
available at the time. 
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Some problems — such as the ‘Knapsack’ 
packing task — have no assured solution, but 
a self-adjusting ‘appropriate best’ algorithm helps 
you make a good stab at an optimum result. 
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Columns are drawn using exactly the same technique: 


FOR i = 1 TO 9 

LINE(120, 50 * i - 10) - STEP(400, 
0),15 

NEXT 


Note that rows and columns arent co-dependent, so you 
can economise by combining these two FOR.. NEXT loops 
because they're executed the same number of times with 


the same incrementing variables. Furthermore, you can get 


rid of multiplication by 50 easily, saving a bit of time. 


FOR i = 50 TO 450 STEP 50 

LINE(70 + i, 40) - STEP(0, 400), 15 
LINE(120, i - 10) - STEP(400, 0), 15 
NEXT 


The LINE command can draw more than a single line at a 
time, So you may like to make things even more compact 
by doubling the amount of work in each Iteration: 


FOR i = 50 TO 250 STEP 50 

LINE(70 + i, 40) - STEP(200, 400), 15, 
B 

LINE (120, 
15, B 
NEXT 


i - 10) - STEP(400, 200), 


Now think about the form of a loop that will paint the 
white squares on your chessboard. Alternate rows will be 
coloured oppositely: the first, third, fifth and seventh in 
one row, and the second, fourth, sixth and eighth in the 
next. Iry your hand at devising such a loop before you 
look to see what I've done in CHESSBRD.BAS on the 
SuperDisc. My solution loops 64 times (once for each 
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square), but has very compact logic. Can you do better? 

Algorithms for drawing tables, cells and similar 
constructions are very common, and its a good idea to 
become familiar with what's needed to do the job. 
Remember to leave adequate spacing on all sides, and look 
for economies where you can draw a box instead of a line. 
Remember that when you use a FOR.. NEXT loop to draw 
horizontal and vertical lines for a table or squared board, 
each Iteration effectively draws one side of a cell or square. 
This means that when you want to draw the separators for N 
columns you will need (N +1) iterations of the loop. 

When creating a FOR.. NEXT loop to perform an 
algorithm, you must be very careful to cater for the initial 
State of data and its final state. If your algorithm draws a 
vertical line as the right side of the cell, you must be wary 
that your first column has a left side created for it. (The right 
side of other cells becomes the left side for subsequent 
cells). This is why, in the above example, the code is 
performed nine times instead of eight. Both the initial state 
and the final state often require extra processing, and 
sometimes this must be done with an extra iteration of the 
loop, and sometimes outside the loop altogether. 

The FOR.. NEXT construct is not the only effective way to 
incorporate an algorithm. Often a DO.. LOOP construction is 
better, particularly when theres a multiple condition inside 
the loop. You may not know in advance how many times the 
loop must be performed, in which case the DO.. LOOP is 
better. Not only does it provide for more complicated 
conditions for ending the loop, but it allows premature exit 
from within the loop. A new wrinkle on the premature exit 
that I've found handy is the ability to delay exit! To do this, 
set up a switch and turn it off before the DO. The LOOP has 
no exit criterion, but you can leave the loop at any time by 
testing whether the switch has been turned on. When you 
do this, make sure that the condition can and does arise, or 
your program will loop forever. PCP 





Most algorithms of interest 
to programmers will of 
course be mathematical 

in nature, but nothing 
dictates that an algorithm 
must have something to 
do with numbers. 

Biologists have long pointed 
to complex behaviour in 
animals as being algorithmic: 
training an animal often 
involves breaking into an 
algorithm already built into its 
mind. We call this set of 
algorithms ‘instinct’, and insist 
that it provides lesser beasts 
than man some of the 
advantages that intelligent 
thinking imparts to us. 

The question becomes a 
source of argument when 
human thinking and electronic 
computation are considered 
together. Is human thought 
and even consciousness, 
related to hard-wired programs 
as we see in ants and bees? 
Do we learn about the human 
thought process as we develop 
computer technology? Will a 
computer one day insist on its 
civil rights? 


We look at some elegant and 
useful algorithms, and ways in 
which you can incorporate 
them into your programs. 
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Remember Archimedes running naked through 

Athens shouting ‘Heureka’ (not ‘Eureka’)? From 
the same Greek root, a heuristic algorithm has a twist 
that for no particular reason seems to work. 


Many algorithms are created once, to perform a 

particular task. When several are used together 
there may be valuable economies of time and effort 
to be made by the careful programmer 


It takes skill and insight to recognise patterns in 

the input and output from many an algorithm. 
Try to look for an underlying idea that connects 
examples of data. 
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Part One 


C# 


Creating a control 


1 HRS 45 MINS 


5 INTERMEDIATE 
Fairly simple as long as 
you understand the 
fundamentals of NET 


Visual Studio .NET, 
C#Builder or another C# 
development tool, the 
MS C# compiler, and 
the .NET 1.1 framework 


All the files you need 

to complete this 
Masterclass are on this 
month's SuperDisc. Look 
in the Programmers’ 
World section 





This month Huw Collingbourne creates a drag 








-and-drop file 





manager control and starts work on a graphic ‘rollover’ button 


n modern development environments, we take 
the ability to design applications by dropping 
controls from a toolbar onto a form for granted. 
Few of us make a regular habit of programming our own 
controls, however. The simple fact is, that even in 
relatively user friendly systems such as Delphi, control 
development is a great deal more difficult than 
application development. However, .NET programming 
user controls are no more complicated than any other 
type of programming — as we shall discover this month. 


Firstly, lets see how we would go about converting an 
existing project. Last month we created a disk-browsing 
program as a standalone Windows Form application. Let's 
suppose that Id really like to have all that functionality 
wrapped up Inside a ready-to-use control that could be 
dragged out of the Visual Studio toolbar and dropped onto 
a form. In order to do this, | need to make my program 
descend from the UserControl class rather than the Form 
class. If you want to follow all the steps needed to do this, 
load the Test.sIn solution from the \Userlest directory. This 
contains our original application as we left it last month. 
Alternatively, you can load Test.sIn from the \Test directory, 
which contains the project converted to a User Control. 

We'll assume you're working with our original program 
(in the \Test) directory. Here the main form derives from the 
NET Form class. We need to change this. As usual, we'll refer 
to the tools and menus provided by Microsoft's Visual Studio 
NET in this column. Borlands C*Builder has similar tools that 
you can use instead of the ones mentioned in our step by 
step instructions. Alternatively, C*Builder users can import our 
completed projects into the Borland IDE. 

With the Test.sIn loaded, scroll to the top of the unit and 
find the Form1 definition. Currently this reads: 
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This month we start by converting our file browsing application 
into a user control called BrowseCtrl. You can see that we have 
installed this into the My User Controls tab of the Toolbox. 
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public class Formi : 
System. Windows .Forms .Form 

Edit this to the following: 
public class Formi : 
System.Windows.Forms.UserControl 


Switch to the form designer. You'll see that this single change 
has had a visible effect. It has caused the caption bar and 
frame around the form to be removed. This is because a 
user control can only exist on some other form and has no 
form of its own. With Form1 selected, use the property panel 
to rename it to ‘BrowseCtrl’, 

Now, lets see if we can rebuild the project. Select the 
Build menu, then Build Solution. A number of errors appear 
in the message window. Select these errors one by one 
and comment out the lines causing problems. These lines 
contain code thats only relevant to a Window Form 
application. You can now rebuild the project without errors. 


E A Touch of class Theres one more thing we need to 
do before we have a fully functioning control, however. 
Currently the project compiles to an .EXE file, but a user 
control needs to reside in a .DLL. Let's fix that now. Select 
Project, Properties. In the Property Pages dialog, click the cell 
alongside ‘Output Type’ and change this from ‘Windows 
Application’ to ‘Class Library’. Click OK and rebuild the 
solution. This will create a user control .DLL file. Now all you 
need to do is install it. 

Right-click the Visual Studio Toolbox and make sure that 
‘Show All Tabs’ is checked. Open the ‘My User Controls’ tab. 
Right-click the area beneath this tab and select Add Remove 
Items’ from the pop-up menu. In the Customise Toolbox 
dialog, click Browse and navigate to the \Debug subdirectory 
beneath your project directory (for example, \Test\Bin 
\Debug). Select Test.dll and click Open. Now click OK to close 
the Customise Toolbox dialog. You should see a control 
named BrowseCtrl appear in the toolbox. Lets test this. 

Create a new Windows application project. Drag the blank 
form to make it larger. In the My User Controls palette, select 
BrowseCtrl and drop it onto the form. You should see that 
this immediately adds our tree view directory display and its 
associated file viewer. With the control selected, use the 
Properties panel to set its Dock property to Fill. All that you 
need to do now is to press [F5] to run it. 


E Out of control The development process is altogether 
simpler when you decide at the very outset that you want to 
program a user control. Using Visual Studio (or Borlands 
C#Builder), create a new project or solution and choose 
Windows Control Library from the dialog that appears. This 
will automatically add all the essential code needed for a 
user control. Save the project with the name TestControl in 

a directory of your choice. 
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This may look like last month's file manager application. But 
it’s actually a new application onto which one of our BrowseCtrl 
controls has been dropped. No coding required! 


We'll start by creating a simple button. Set the forms 
Name property to ‘MyButton in the Properties panel. Now 
drop a button from the Toolbox onto the form. Before we 
try any clever stuff, lets test this out. Unfortunately, a user 
control, unlike a standard application, cannot simply be run 
as it is. IF you try to do so, you'll get an error message. 

What we need is a standard Windows project in which 
the control can be tested. To do this, either right-click the 
Solution Explorer (the Project Manager in C#Builder) and 
select Add New Project’ or, in VS NET, select New Project and 
check the Add To Solution’ option button in the New Project 
dialog. Select Windows Application, give it a name such as 
MyControllestApp, and save it into a directory of your choice. 
In the Solution Explorer/Project Manager, right-click the 
MyControlestApp project and select ‘Set as Startup Project’. 

Switch to the MyControllestApp form designer and name 
the form, ‘TestForm’. In the Solution Explorer, right-click the 


Secrets of invisibility 
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When converting an application into a user control, one of the 
things you must do is to use the Project Properties pages to 
set its Output Type to ‘Class Library’. 


References branch beneath MylestControl and select Add 
Reference’. In the Add Reference dialog, switch to the Project 
tab, highlight TestControl, click Select, then OK. MyButton will 
now appear in the ‘My User Controls’ tab of the Toolbox. 


E A better button its my ambition to eventually create 
a ‘rollover’ button that changes Its appearance when the 
mouse passes over it in the manner of buttons that are 
frequently used on web pages. | may want to have an odd- 
shaped button — circular perhaps — in which case | would 
like the ‘form’ used by my control to have a transparent 
background to avoid a grey ‘frame’ around my button when 
its placed onto a form with a non-grey background. 

Initially | had assumed that ld be able to create a 
transparent control simply by setting the value of a property. 
After all, a standard NET Windows Form has properties to let 
you fine-tune its transparency (see the box, Secrets of 


By manipulating properties you can make a form disappear before your very eyes! 


When developing Windows applications 
for .NET, you have the ability to control 
the degree of opacity of a form as a 
percentage. 0 per cent is completely 
transparent and 100 per cent is 
completely opaque. At design time, you 
can do this by entering a percentage 
value as the form's Opacity property. 

You can also adjust the opacity at 
runtime. For an example of this, load 
our Transparent.sin solution. On the 
main form of the application, we've 
placed a horizontal scrollbar. The user 
can scroll this to the left to decrease the 
Opacity and to the right to increase it. 

In the hScrollBar1_Scroll() method, 
which responds to scroll events, we 


define a double variable, opac, which 
defines the percentage value. It does 
this by dividing the integer value of the 
scroll bar position by 100.0 and 
rounding it to the nearest whole value 
using the Math.Round() method: 


double opac = 
Math.Round((hScroll1Bar1.Valu 
e / 100.0), 1 ); 


To help you follow this, the form's 
caption displays the value of the opac 
variable after every scroll event. In our 
project, hScrollBar1, can range between 
30 and 110. This is its Minimum and 
Maximum properties in the Properties 


panel. You might think 0 to 100 would 
be more logical, however, a form with 

0 per cent opacity would be completely 
invisible and therefore unusable, while 
a Maximum value of 100 wouldn't 
enable the user to scroll the scrollbar far 
enough to arrive at its maximum value 
and achieve complete opacity. Look up 
the help entry on ScrollBar. Maximum 
Property for a complete explanation. 

If it's complete transparency of the 
form but not the controls that you're 
after, NET has another way of achieving 
this. Set the TransparencyKey property 
of the form to match the colour of the 
form’s background. Refer to ‘The key to 
transparency’ for more information. M 








Two important resources for C# 
developers have recently gone 
online. If you're a C*Builder 
user, you'll want to download 
and install the latest Borland 
patch which updates the 
software and fixes bugs in the 
initial release. Registered users 
can download this patch at: 
www.borland.com/produc 
ts/downloads/download_csha 
rpbuilder.html. Meanwhile, all 
-NET developers will be 
interested in MS's ‘Developer 
Tools Roadmap’, which charts 
new features for Visual Studio 
NET and the .NET framework 
between now and 2005 
(http://msdn.microsoft.com/ 
vstudio/productinfo/roadmap. 
aspx). The first of the major 
landmarks on this roadmap 

is the Visual Tools for MS Office 
(this year) which will enable 
programmers to write .NET 
managed code to work with 
the Excel and Word automation 
models. Next year, MS plans 

to release a new version of 
Visual Studio and the .NET 
framework codenamed 
‘Whidbey’. Finally, in 2005, 

a new release of Visual Studio 
(‘Orcas’) is planned to 
complement the forthcoming 
version of Windows — 
codenamed ‘Longhorn’. 





By adjusting the Opacity 
property of a form we can 
make it fade away to show 
the underlying desktop. 
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Try adding more properties to 
our simple button control. It 
would, for example, be useful 
to be able to adjust the text 
colour of the button as well 
as its background colour. 

You might also want to add 

a ButtonText property so that 
the user can alter the button’s 
caption. Once you're happy 
with the essential details of 
creating and testing a user 
control, try adapting our file 
browsing control by exposing 
key properties of the 
components from which it 

is formed. Alternatively, try 
creating your own control 
from scratch. 


We'll restyle our button control 
with the ultimate aim of 
creating a fully graphic rollover 
button like the ones often used 
on web pages. 





This is our button control. 
Note that its BackColor and 
ButtonColor properties can be 
assigned independently in the 
Properties panel. 


CH 


Invisibility). Unfortunately, a User Control lacks these useful 
properties, and if you try to set a BackColor property to 
Transparent, an error message pops up to tell you that this is 


an Invalid property value. 


A User Control can be made transparent, but to do this 
you have to add some code to its constructor. The secret is 
the SetStyle() method of the Control. This takes two 
arguments: a ControlStyles enumeration and a Boolean. 

To enable transparency, weve added these two lines to the 


MyButton() constructor: 


SetStyle (ControlStyles.SupportsTransparentBa 


ckColor, true); 


this.BackColor = Color.Transparent; 


When we now drop the MyButton control onto the form of 
our MyControllestApp, the background colour of the 
underlying form shows through. Note that other controls 


placed beneath MyButton wont show through. This is, in 
fact, the same behaviour exhibited by standard Windows 


Form controls with transparency enabled. Now that these } 
changes have been made, the BackColor property of the set 
MyButton control is Transparent by default. It can be set to { 
other colours using the Properties panel. However, as the 

button is now embedded inside our control, we no longer } 
have access to the buttons properties when we select the } 


control at design time. Since | may want to set the colour 


of the button independently of the control that contains it, 
| need to create a specific property for this purpose. This 
is done by adding this code to the MyButton class: 


public Color ButtonColor 
{ 

get 

{ 

return button1.BackColor; 
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Here we have used a key colour to set 
transparency. Only the parts of the form 
with that colour vanish from sight. 
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The easiest way to create a user control is to select ‘Windows 
Control Library’ when starting a new project. Then just design 
and develop your custom coding as normal. 


button1.BackColor = value; 


Having done this, | must rebuild the control. Then, when | 
turn to my test form, FormL.cs, | see that the MyControl 
component on this form has now gained a ButtonColor 


property, which can be set in the Properties panel. 

If you've programmed controls using other languages and 
class libraries, you'll no doubt appreciate how simple C# and 
NET makes this. If this is your first taste of control creation, 
just be glad that you started with C#. We'll be developing our 
button control further next month. PCP 


Investing in properties 


Most user controls need to have properties. Fortunately, these are easy to create 


In C#, you use properties to access or 
change the values of fields inside an 
object. For example, an object may 
contain a private variable named _sum, 
which stores the calculated total of a set 
of values. Being private, the value of 
_sum can't be accessed from external 
code. This code would therefore define 
a property to get and set that value: 


public int Sum 
{ 

get { 
return 
set { 
_sum = value; } 


} 


_sum; } 
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Here the property is called Sum and 
values can be assigned to it or returned 
from it just as though it were a normal 
variable. Its get and set accessors, 
however, give you more control over 
the use of the value of Sum than if 

this were a variable. For example, 

the get accessor might check that 

_sum is a valid number before returning 
it. By omitting the set accessor 
altogether we could make Sum a 
read-only property so that a 
programmer can't assign new 

values to it. Note that the value tag 
here can be used to represent an 
‘incoming’ value of whatever data 

type the property defines. 


Properties are especially useful 
when used in controls. This is because 
they allow us to provide access 
to specific values ‘inside’ the control. 
These properties automatically 
appear in the Property panel 
at design time. This is the code example 
of the ButtonColor property defined 
in our TestControl project: 


public Color ButtonColor 

{ 

get { 

return button1.BackColor; } 
set { 

button1.BackColor = value; } 
} 
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8 INTERMEDIATE 
Some low level 
tweaking required 


Windows NT, 2000 
Windows XP Visual 
Studio .NET 2003. 
Preferably a PDA 
running Pocket 

PC 2002 


All the files you 
need to complete 
this Masterclass are 
on this months 
SuperDisc. Look in 
the Programmers’ 
World section 


VISUAL BASIC 


Part Two 
Pocket PC controls 





This month, Dermot Hogan dons his deerstalker and turns sleuth 
to solve some rather mysterious problems in Visual Basic .NET 


ne of the problems with writing a regular 
programming column is that it’s all too 

easy to say, “Next month, we'll look at simple 
neurosurgery with readily available Microsoft tools.” 
Sadly, sometimes, things turn out to be a little more 
complicated. This month, | intended to look at building 
your own controls in the .NET Compact Framework so, 
proceeding on the normal path, I tried to create a 
Windows Control Library. The only problem was that I 
got a terse brush off. In fact, it was a fairly verbose 
brush off, but brushed off I was. 





A quick search through the MSDN site revealed this gem: 
“The .NET Compact Framework doesn't currently provide the 
capability to add a custom control for design-time access.” 
Hmm. A show stopper to say the least. But here at PC Plus, 
the impossible we do tomorrow. Miracles take a little longer. 

The reason why theres this ‘gotcha’ lies in the NET 
Compact Framework itself. As | described last month, 
Microsoft has had to trim down the original massive NET 
Framework from many dozens of MB to a tiny 1.5MB. In order 
to do this, it has not only dumped many bells and whistles 
from even simple controls such as the Button control, but it’s 
also ditched all of the design side of the NET framework 
because it applies to controls as well. Currently, there isn't any 
simple way to include design side support in the NET 
Compact Framework at all. 

Luckily, like most things in software, theres a workaround. 
In fact, there are two. The first is to use existing components 
and generate a derived class from them — that is, use .NET's 
inheritance system. The second method is far trickier, and it 
involves doing the design in the full NET Framework, then 
creating a Windows Control Library and ‘doctoring’ the code 
so it compiles under the. NET Compact Framework. 








The initial problem is that Visual Studio won't let you add a 
UserControl class to a SmartDeviceApplication project. 


PCPlus 210 | Christmas 2003 


El Curse you, Moriarty! We really want to try something 
as simple as possible so lets try setting the background 
colour of the existing button to green. In the standard NET 
Framework, this isnt a problem since you just set the 
BackColor property and its done. But in the NET Compact 
Framework, the BackColor property isn't supported. The 
obvious solution is to override the Paint event. The code 
needed to do this can be found below, and you can try it 
out in the TestButton project on the SuperCD: 


Dim b As New SolidBrush(Color.Green) 
Private Sub Buttoni_Paint(..) Handles 
Button1. Paint 

Dim r As Rectangle 

Dim g As System.Drawing.Graphics 
e.Graphics 


K Q 
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e.ClipRectangle 
g.FillRectangle(b, r) 
End Sub 


| discussed how to do this in some detail in PC Plus 204. In 
brief, were picking out the graphics surface or canvas from 
the arguments supplied in the event, then determining the 
size of the control from the ‘clipping rectangle’ and filling it 
with our desired colour. And it works — no problem at all. 

Except that, if you try it in the Compact NET Framework, 
it doesnt. Even though you can select and program the Paint 
event in the IDE, it has no effect whatsoever. The reason is 
that the Paint event of the Button control isn't raised or called 
by the NET Compact Framework. And it's not just the Button 
control — it doesn't work with a TextBox either. 

Now this is odd. First of all, the documentation doesn't 
mention that it isn’t supported in the .NET Compact 
Framework — its described on exactly the same basis as 
Click, which does work as specified. More importantly, you 
might think that the Paint event is something that really 
should be supported. You can get by without a BackColor 
property, but Paint is pretty fundamental. 

Plan A looks like a no-show, so let's try Plan B, which 
involves deriving a new Button control from ButtonBase, the 
ancestor class of the Button control. However, this turns out 
to be even worse, failing to compile and falling at the very 
first hurdle: 


Public Class TestControl 
Inherits System.Windows.Forms.ButtonBase 
Sub New() 
MyBase .New() 
End Sub 
End Class 


This fails miserably with the interesting message ‘Overload 
resolution failed because no New is accessible’. So the New 
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In the full .NET Framework, you can use the Repaint event as 
normal, although you can’t do the same in the smaller Compact 
-NET framework. Time for some quick code-fu. 
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Here are two buttons. The dull, boring-looking one is the 
standard Compact Framework job, while the smart, elegant 
looking one... but we hate blowing our own trumpets. 








When C# was released with VB 
-NET, it wasn't clear what the 
differences were. The 
similarities between them were 
considerable: managed code, 
object-orientation and a 
common class hierarchy (the 
.NET framework). So why 
choose one over the other? 

It's becoming clearer with 
Microsoft's announcements of 
what's in the next release of 
Visual Studio. It will have the 
‘Edit-and-Continue’ feature 
from Visual Basic 6. Microsoft 
has indicated that VB .NET will 
also become more oriented to 


method of the ButtonBase class is hidden! Again, Success! This code works fine. Even better, so does adding 


‘task based’ programming — 





comparing this with the full NET Framework shows that 


this works there, but it doesnt in the Compact framework. 


Now this is getting really weird. Why would anyone create 
a base class that apparently can't be inherited from? 


E Richen.bak falls Going a step further back leads 
to more success. If we derive from System.Windows. 


the OnPaint method: 


Protected Overrides Sub OnPaint (ByVal e As 


PaintEventArgs ) 


MyBase.OnPaint (e) 


Dim r As Rectangle 


Dim g As System.Drawing.Graphics 


g 


e.Graphics 


Forms. Control then we can write something sensible 


like this: 


Public Class TestControl 


Inherits System.Windows.Forms.Control 


Sub New() 
MyBase.new() 
End Sub 

End Class 


r = e.ClipRectangle 
g.FillRectangle(b, r) 


r.Height -= 1 


r.Width -= 1 


g.DrawRectangle(p, r) 


End Sub 


Now we've got a class, TestControl, that draws a box with a 


Command line Visual Basic? 


You don't have to use the IDE if you want to run Visual Basic 


One of the tools that comes with Visual 
Basic is a ‘command line’ compiler. You 
can use a Shortcut to run this: from 
‘Program’, select ‘Visual Studio .NET 
2003’, the ‘Visual Studio .NET Tools’, 
then ‘Visual Studio .NET 2003 Command 
Prompt’. You'll see a standard 
Command window. If you now type 
‘vbc’, you'll see all the options and 
qualifiers you can use in the compiler. 

There are a lot of them, but only about 
half a dozen are important. Even better, 
you can collect them into a ‘response 
file’ so you don't need to keep typing 
them all in again. 

You invoke the response file with 
vbc@xyz.dat, where ‘xyz.dat’ is the 


name of the file with the commands to 
the compiler in. The items you must put 
in the response file are things like 
references to namespaces. If you have 
included a statement like ‘Imports 
System.Drawing’ in the Visual Basic 
program, you must also have a 
“reference” to the DLL in the response 
file where the code for System.Drawing, 
for example, lives: 


/reference: System. Drawing.dl 
1 


If this isn't in the standard or default 
library path, you must also include a 
path instruction: 


/libpath:”C:\My LIBRARY\” 


The type of output file is specified by 
the ‘target’. Here, it’s a DLL: 


/target:library 


and the actual output file name by: 


/out:TestControl.dll 


But why would you want to use this 
‘command line compiler’? | can think of 
a number of specific uses, but in effect, 
the command line compiler simply adds 
to and enhances the general flexibility 
of the .NET system. E 


getting the job done, to put it 
in plain English, while C# will 
tend more towards system 
level programming and tools. 

One interesting idea is that 
you'll be able to use VB syntax 
to program SQL stored 
procedures instead of the 
hybrid Transaction-SQL. This is 
because Visual Studio .NET 2 
will ship in conjunction with 
‘Yukon’, a .NET-enabled version 
of SQL Server. It will be 
interesting to see if this 
extends to Oracle too. 





You don’t have to use the IDE 
to compile Visual Basic 
programs. You can also compile 
programs (though not debug) 
them from a command prompt. 
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Visual Basic Attributes 


Attributes are one of the brand new features included in Visual Basic .NET 


assembler, there are often dozens of 
‘directives’ that tell it to do something 
that's not directly to do with the 
process of generating machine 
instructions from the assembly source. 
If you do this in a high-level 
language, you can end up with an 
inelegant mess of unrelated things. 
The .NET languages get round this by 


One of the main problems with 
programming languages is that there 
are a number of things you‘ like or 
need to do (instructing the compiler to 
do something or embedding data in 
the output file and so on) that aren't 
part of the language. One solution is 
to make this task part of the language 
itself — low-level machine code 


or provide additional information 
about language elements. 

A typical use of an attribute is to 
provide version information: 


<Assembly:AssemblyVersionAt 
tribute("“1.2.3.4”)> 


You can now track, retrieve and check 


assemblers are a case in point. In an 





Currently, it doesn't look as if 
it's possible to go further down 
the route of constructing a 
design-time component for the 
.NET Compact Framework in 
Visual Basic .NET. Short of 
doing something unpleasant to 
Microsoft's Visual Basic 
programming team, there 
doesn't seem to be any way to 
avoid the errors generated by 
the Visual Basic compiler. 

However, it's still possible to 
create new controls which are 
based on the old ones by 
inheriting either from the 
control itself or from the base 
class, Windows.Forms.Control. 
Unfortunately, you'll still have 
to manually position the 
controls on a form. Visual 
Studio has some way to go in 
this respect. 


NEXT MONTH 


We'll look at data structures in 
the .NET Compact Framework. 





Using conditional compilation 
directives can lead to bugs, 
which are very difficult to 
locate. However, they do have 
their uses and they can even be 
essential in places. 





introducing ‘attributes’ which describe 





different background colour and, as a bonus, draws a one- 
pixel-wide border around it. I've used the clipping rectangle 
to obtain the dimensions of the border, but these must be 
reduced by one pixel for the right and bottom border 
segments to be displayed. 

The next step is to add some text to our new button, and 
to format and display it correctly. The basic Control class has 
both Font and Text properties. The downside is that the NET 
Compact Framework doesn't support text alignment 
properties via the standard .NET StringFormat class. This 
means we have to do the text alignment the hard way: 


s = e.Graphics.MeasureString(Me.Text, tf) 
g.-DrawString(Me.Text, tf, tb, r.X + (r.Width 
- s.ToSize().Width) / 2, r.Y + (r.Height - 
s.ToSize().Height) / 2) 


In reality, its not that hard. The most difficult part was finding 
the ‘MeasureString’ method in the labyrinthine NET 
documentation. MeasureString returns the dimensions of the 
string argument given to the font. All we then need to do is 
centre the string in the box and call DrawString to output it. 

Finally, just add the Click event — we don't even need to 
override it — and weve got a functioning button control. We 
must declare the control as WithEvents, otherwise we wont 
get any events trapped in the form: 


Friend WithEvents t As TestControl 


The Click event looks like this: 


Private Sub tControl Click(...) Handles 
t.Click 

t.Text = “there” 

t.Invalidate() 

End Sub 


Conditional compilation 


the version number. 


Note the use of the Invalidate method to force a repaint. 

As far as it goes, the above solution is much better than 
extending an existing control like a Button, but you still have 
to explicitly type in the location of the new control on the 
form. It would be better to be able to add the control to the 
Toolbox and drag it onto a form. The problem is that the NET 
Compact Framework doesn't support the required designer 
attributes for the base Windows.Forms.Control class. So what 
we have to do is create another similar version that does 
have the required design information in it. 


E In conclusion, Watson l'll just outline the technique 
since its rather long winded. There are two main tricks here. 
The first is to use conditional compilation to distinguish 
between the design time assembly (that's the NET term for 
an exe file or a dll) and the run time assembly. So, we have 
one source file that produces two different outputs 
depending on the value of a ‘pre-processor’ (in C terms) 
value, DESIGN. Now you need to use an Assembly attribute, 
RuntimeAssemblyAttribute, thats conveniently provided and 
which enables you to specify which assembly is used at run 
time as opposed to design time. This has been specifically 
included for the NET Compact Framework to enable precisely 
this sort of switching. 

You then compile the class, TestControl, using the 
command line Visual Basic compiler, vbc, and a response 
script. lts easier this way, rather than messing about with the 
IDE. In the response script, you specify two sets of libraries, 
one for the full NET and one for the Compact Framework. 

This is where the ‘gotcha’ is. Some, but not all, symbols 
are defined twice, Visual Basic moans. But the moan is in the 
form of an error! In C#, the moan is just a warning and you 
can ignore it. Visual Basic stops you from completing the last 
step and the really annoying thing is that theres no need for 
VB to issue an error message. If a warning message Is good 
enough for C# then why not VB? PCP 


Pre-processor directives are available in Visual Basic .NET 


One of the things the C language 


had with you. This was bad news if you 


#Const DESIGN = 1 





brought to widespread use was the 
‘conditional compilation’. The idea is 
that chunks of code could be optionally 
included or excluded in a compilation by 
use of certain ‘directives’ which were 
external to the main language. Sections 
were included or excluded by testing 
constants or expressions. 

These could get quite complicated and 
led to bugs generated by directives like 
‘if it's Wednesday and I'm in Moscow 
and the wind’s blowing from the south 
then...’. The problem was that because 
these directives included or excluded 
whole chunks of code, it sometimes 
wasn't clear what program you actually 
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were actually in Moscow on a Tuesday 

and expected to get the thing working. 
Visual Basic .NET has conditional 

directives that simply work like this: 


#I£ DESIGN=1 Then 
<Assembly:AssemblyVersionAtt 
ribute(“1.0.0.17)> 

#End If 


This will only add the Assembly 
attribute to the code of the conditional 
constant DESIGN if it’s set to 1 — it won't 
even compile it otherwise. 

You can set conditional constants via 
the #Const directive: 


—p— 


The thing with conditional compilation 
is to use the directives wisely and not to 
use the technique as a substitute for the 
standard If clause. A point to note is 
that sections of code bracketed by 
conditional compilation directives aren't 
even in the code and so can never be 
executed, while code in an if/then/else 
clause is in the program and can in 
principle be run. 

A good example of where to use this 
technique is our example of using the 
same chunk of code in two different 
situations, one for design time and one 
for run-time. & 


Part One 





Using Delphi Shell 
controls to browse 


your disks 
































> BEGINNER 
Most of the hard work 


is done for us! 


Delphi 7 


All the files you need 

to complete this 
Masterclass are on 

this month's SuperDisc. 
Look in the Programmers’ 
World section 
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Sually it’s only after disaster has struck that 

you consider back up options. By the time 

we've finished this series, you won't have any 
excuse not to back up files on a regular basis, primarily 
because we'll be creating a back-up program coded 
from scratch in Delphi. While it won't rival expensive 
commercial back-up utilities, we should at least be able 
to develop a tool that’s small, fast and easy to use. 


First, we need to create a disk browser to find the files we 
want to back up. To do this using Delphi 7 you just need to 
use three controls from the Samples tab: ShellTreeView, 
ShellComboBox and ShellListView. Start a new project and 
add one of each of these controls to the main form. As their 
names suggest, these are ‘Shell’ versions (in this case, they 
act as an interface to the OSs directory services) of a 
TreeView, ComboBox and ListView. When you drop these 
onto a form, they immediately display the directories or files 
in the active folder, even while youre still in design mode. To 
make them work co-operatively so you can use one control 
to change the active directory in the other controls, you need 
to ‘wire them together’ using certain key properties. 

Select ShellComboBoxl on your form. In the Properties 
Panel, set its ShellListView property to ShellListViewl 
and its ShellTreeView property to ShellTreeViewl. These 
properties work both ways. When you set the ShellTreeView 
property of a ShellComboBox, it automatically causes the 
ShellComboBox property of the target ShellTreeView to 
be set to the associated ShellcomboBox. 

We still need to wire together the ShelllreeView and 
ShellListView. Select ShellTreeViewl and set its ShellListView 
property to ShellListView1. If you now select ShellListView1, 
you can verify that its relevant properties have already been 
set to reference the other controls. 
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Using Delphi's Shell controls, it’s simple to create a functional 
disk browser. The program shown here has merely required us 
to set a few properties without even writing any code! 
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You now have a fully functional disk browser so run the 
program and try it out. Note that when you change the disk 
in the combo box, the other two controls change disk too. 
Similarly, when you select a directory in the TreeView, the 
files in that directory are displayed in the ListView, and when 
you navigate folders in the ListView, the ‘open’ folder is 
updated in the TreeView. You can even launch programs by 
double-clicking on them in the ListView. 


E Operational parameters Unfortunately, theres a 
slight problem when launching files. When run on my PC, it 
launches .EXE programs when their icons are double-clicked 
and it loads certain types of documents into their associated 
applications. For example, JPEG (JPG) graphics are loaded into 
Internet Explorer. But when | double-click a text (TXT) file or a 
bitmap file (BMP), nothing happens. When | double-click a 
text file in the Windows Explorer, it's loaded into the Notepad, 
while a bitmap is loaded into Paint. If these file types are 
associated with different applications on your computer, they 
may behave differently when you double-click them. 

Lets see if we can work out what the problem is here. 
Fortunately, Borland provides us with the source code of 
Delphi's shell controls. You can find this in the \demos\ 
shellcontrols directory beneath your Delphi installation. Load 
ShellCtrls.pas and search for ‘TCustomShellListView.DbIClick’. 
This is the method that executes when you double-click an 
item in the ShellListView. The first part of the code of this 
method handles the navigation to a different directory when 
a folder icon is clicked and is of no concern to us. The only 
bit of code we need to worry about is the following line 
which launches a file when its icon is double-clicked: 


ShellExecute (Handle, nil, PChar(PathName), 
nil, 
PChar (ExtractFilePath(PathName)), 0); 


Here ShellExecute() is an API function. Find the entry for this 
in the Windows SDK help system. This is a summary of the 
functions arguments: 


HINSTANCE ShellExecute ( 
HWND hwnd, 
LPCTSTR lpOperation, // pointer to string 


// handle to parent window 


that specifies operation to perform 
LPCTSTR lpFile, 


or folder name string 


// pointer to filename 


LPCTSTR lpParameters,// pointer to string 
that specifies executable-file parameters 
LPCTSTR lpDirectory, // pointer to string 
that specifies default directory 

INT nShowCmd // whether file is 
shown when opened 

3 
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The ListView has file launching capabilities built in. While this 
enables us to run applications such as the RealOne Player, it 
doesn’t work with text documents. 


To fix our file launch problem, we need to understand what 
all these parameters do. The first, HWND, is a handle or 
reference to the window from which the operation is 
launched. In Delphi, we can obtain a handle to the main 
form of an application using these properties: 


Application.MainForm. Handle 


The next parameter specifies the operation to perform. If we 
leave this as nil then the default operation to open the 
document will be performed. Alternatively, we can open and 
print or explore the file by passing the string ‘print’ or 
explore’. As the API expects a pointer to a null-terminated 
string, a Delphi string would need to be converted to the 
PChar() data type like this: PChar(‘print’). 

The third argument is a pointer to the file name we want 
to launch. The fourth argument may hold optional 


Selected extracts 
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In order to fix the launching of text documents, we've had to 
write our own double-click event handler and assign this to the 
FileLV.OnDbiClick property. 


parameters that can be passed to an application and is 
generally left as null unless were sure the application will 
make use of specific parameters. The next argument is the 
default directory and the final argument Is an integer which 
determines how a file will be displayed when launched. On 
looking closely at the call to ShellExecute() in the Borland 
source code, you'll see that this final argument is left as 0. 
This is a little suspicious. What, as far as the ShellExecute() 
function is concerned, does 0 mean at this position? 


A Hidden problems Delphis Windows.pas unit defines 
many API constants. You'll find this unit in the \Delphi/\ 
Source\Win directory. Search for one of the nShowCmd 
constants defined by the API documentation — SW_SHOW, 
for example. This will locate a section of these constants 
beneath the comment { ShowWindow() Commands }. Here 
we see that the SW_HIDE constant has the value 0. The API 


To extract information from path strings, you should use Delphi's file name routines... 


Delphi provides numerous path 
processing routines to perform a variety 
of functions, and most of these routines 
are found in the SysUtils unit. Given a 
path string, s, you can use the 
ExtractFilename(s) function to return the 
file name including its extension. The 
ExtractFileDir(s) function returns the 
fully qualified name of the directory, 
while the ExtractFilePath(s) function 
returns the directory name followed by 
a terminating ‘\’ character. 

Ideally, you should use ExtractFileDir() 
to enable you to obtain a string that 
can be passed to routines such as 
CreateDir(), GetCurrentDir(), RemoveDir() 
and SetCurrentDir(). 


Sometimes you may want to check 
the extension of a file, and the 
ExtractFileExt(s) function is the thing 
you should use for that. 

If, on the other hand, you want to 
change a file extension, you should use 
the ChangeFileExt() function, which 
takes the path string as the first 
argument and the new extension as the 
second argument. 

This means that if s is the path string 
which we mentioned earlier, the 
following function call would return a 
string ending with the file name 


‘\MyFile.xxx’: 
ChangeFileExt(s, ‘.xxx’ ) 


Note that the ChangeFileExt() function 
returns the altered string — it doesn't 
modify the original string passed in the 
s parameter. To see examples of these 
functions, load our Paths.dpr project 
and click the button. 

You may also want to check the full 
list of file name utilities using the help 
system. There are functions available to 
return the drive letter, add or remove 
trailing backslashes and locate path 
delimiting characters. 

In short, if you need to examine or 
modify a path string in just about any 
conceivable manner, there's almost 
certainly a Delphi routine that can help 
make things easier for you. M 











Have you ever had the problem 
of trying to insert a component 
at a specific location on a form 
that's already filled with other 
components? For example, say 
you want to place a panel 
above the horizontally aligned 
toolbar at the top of the form in 
our PCPBrowse.dpr project. Try 
it — it's almost impossible. The 
problem is that all the existing 
components automatically 
align themselves according to 
the values of their Align 
properties. The toolbar is 
aligned to the top of the form 
so there's no room to insert a 
new component. You could turn 
off its alignment, but if you do, 
the ShellTreeView and 
ShellListView components fill 
the gap because their Align 
properties are set to alClient. 
The simple solution is to click 
the panel in the Delphi toolbar 
and, instead of clicking on the 
form, click the Object Treeview 
in the Project Manager. This 
drops a panel onto the tree. Set 
its Align property to alTop. This 
causes it to align beneath the 
toolbar. On the form, just drag 
the panel above the toolbar. 
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Delphi provides a number of 
extremely useful routines for 
extracting information, such as 
file and directory names from 
path strings. 
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The Shell controls supplied 
with Delphi have many 
Explorer-like features built in. 
Before you waste any time 
reinventing wheels, take a 
good look at the source code 
and the properties listed in the 
Object Inspector. 

Also, be sure to try out the 
menus that pop up when you 
click your right mouse button 
in the ShellTreeView or 
ShellListView. These provide 
similar options to the Windows 
Explorer's pop-up menus. For 
example, in the ListView, the 
menu enables you to open, 
print or view the properties of 
a selected document. 


Now that we have a basic disk 
browser, we need to discover 
how to use it to perform user 
file management tasks, such 
as copying and moving. 
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Here we have used a FOR loop 
to count from 1 to 50 and add 
50 lines of text to a Memo. 


DELPHI 


documentation tells us that this ‘Hides the window and 
activates another window’. This suggests that when | launch 
a file but see nothing, the application has actually been 
launched but not displayed. 

To verify this, | launched the Task manager and switched 
to the Processes tab. Scrolling down to the ‘N’ processes, | 
noted that | had several copies of Notepad.exe running, even 
though it wasn't visible on the screen. This would be 
consistent with the fact that | had been double-clicking a 
number of text files in my file launcher. It would seem that 
the text file had in fact been loaded into Notepad, but 
Notepad itself had been hidden. To check this, | kept the Task 
Manager visible and double-clicked some more text files in 
my program. Sure enough, each time | did this, another 
Notepad.exe popped up in the list of running Processes. 


B Show business How do we fix this? We could rewrite 
the code in ShellCtrls.pas, then rebuild and reinstall the Shell 
components, but this would be very time consuming and 
may lead to unforeseen side-effects. A better solution is to 
write our own double-click event handler. This is what we've 
done in the FileLVDbIClick() method. Select the FileLV control 
on the right of the form and use the Object Inspector to set 
its OnDbIClick event handler to FileLVDbIClick. 

We don't want to recode the existing directory navigation 
routine so the first part of this method passes control to the 
default double-click handler when a folder is double-clicked. 
When a file or document icon is clicked, control is passed to 
our ExecuteFile() method. This is how we obtain the file 
name associated with an icon: 


FileLV.Folders [FileLV.Selected. Index] 
. PathName 


When calling ExecuteFile(), we pass it the file name, an 
empty parameter string, the path to the selected file and, 


Learn to program 





In our project we provide a drop-down 
combo box that enables you to select 
four alternative view styles to display 


E the details of your files. 








The ShellListView control even comes with an Explorer-style 
pop-up menu. Not all of the menu items perform the expected 
functions but we shall address this in future columns. 


crucially, the constant, SW_SHOW. Our ExecuteFile() method 
now calls ShellExecute() as follows, where the ShowCmd 
argument Is initialised to SW_SHOW: 


ShellExecute( Application.MainForm.Handle, 
PChar (FileName), 

PChar (Params), 
PChar(DefaultDir), ShowCmd) ; 


nil, 


IF you want to try out the effect of one of the defined string 
parameters, try replacing nil in the above code with 
PChar(‘print’). Make sure you edit it back to nil once you've 
tried this though. 

With this in place, run the application and double-click 
on a .TXT document, it will be loaded and displayed in the 
Windows Notepad. Similarly, a BMP file will be now loaded 
Straight into Windows Paint. PCP 


We continue our series for novice programmers with a simple look at loops 





The essence of programming is 
repetition. You could say that every 
program runs “for as long as there is 
something to do”. Moreover, the 
program is divided into smaller chunks 
that also work on repetition, so it’s not 
surprising that most computer 
languages provide several ways of 
performing actions repeatedly. One of 
the most common of these is the so- 
called ‘for loop’. The Delphi syntax of a 


for loop can be summarised as follows: 


for <counter> := 
<initialValue> to 
<finalValue> 

do <statement(s) > 
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Here, for, to and do are all Delphi 
keywords and := is the normal 
assignment operator. The items in 
brackets would, in a real program, be 
replaced by code. So <counter> would 
be an integer variable, <initialValue> 
the initial value assigned to the counter, 
<finalValue> the last value assigned to 
the counter and <statement(s)> code 


surrounded by begin and end keywords. 


Load our fortest.dpr project. This is a 
working example of a for loop: 


for i := 1 to 50 do 
Memo1.Lines.Add(IntToStr(i)+ 


` e ` 
e 


+Edit1.Text) ; 


This causes the line of code to run 50 
times. Each time, the value of i 
increases from 1 to 50 and a line of text 
is added to Memol1, preceded by a 
string showing the current value of i. 
The other buttons show how a for loop 
can be used to process a string by 
iterating through the characters from 
index 1 to the character at the last 
index, which is given by the length of 
the string. In one for loop we set each 
character to uppercase. In another we 
encrypt the string by obtaining the 
numerical ASCII value of each character, 
adding 10 and converting it back to an 
alphanumeric character. Our final for 
loop subtracts 10 to decrypt it. IE 
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D INTERMEDIATE 
Some programming 
knowledge required 


A NET compatible C++ 
development system. 
See first month of series 
for more details 


All the files you need 

to complete this 
Masterclass are on this 
months SuperDisc. Look 
in the Programmers’ 
World section 





Part Three 


Why C++? 
Driving without 
your seat-belt... 





ver the last few of month's, we've been 
delving into the fascinating world of .NET 
component development. We've been 
building a versatile, real-time display graph control 
similar to those you'll find in the Windows Task 
Manager. This month, we'll continue to enhance and 
refine our graph control, but we'll also be looking at 
some aspects of managed C++ which make it unique 
amongst the programming languages currently 
available to a .NET developer. 


In this months instalment, were going to continue working 
on our versatile graph control. In addition, we'll be delving 
into some of the unique advantages of managed C++. If 
youre thinking that C++ is somehow a poor relation to C*, 
youre mistaken. Admittedly, C# is a more elegant language 
in many ways, but there are things you can do with C++ 
that are impossible in C#*. Perhaps the main advantage 

of C++ is efficiency. The C# and VB.NET compilers are both 
new, and their code optimisations are relatively simplistic. 
Microsoft's C++ compiler on the other hand, is a very mature 
piece of technology and contains some very aggressive 
optimisation techniques which are applied before the final 
MSIL code is generated. You can read more about some of 
C++s unique features in the section ‘Managed versus 
unmanaged code. 

Lets think about how our graphical control is going to 
display data. In the case of the Task Manager, the data is 
time-varying; the contents of the graph scroll majestically 
across the screen from right to left. Thats rather a special 
case (which we may implement later) but as a minimum, 
we need to be able to supply a list of X,Y points which 
constitute the data to be displayed. The control then joins 
up the points to create the graph. 
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This month, we're going to add the necessary code to our 
graph control so that it can display. For each X-co-ordinate 
on the graph, there’s a corresponding Y-value. 
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B DrawData Lets begin by defining a new property, 
DrawData. This is a boolean property which is used to 
determine whether or not the control is able to draw the 
data. Obviously, while were plugging data into the control, 
we dont want anything to be drawn until were finished. 
In order to implement this, | added a private member field, 
m_DrawData to our MFComp class and wrote the following 
property declaration: 


DefaultValue (false) ] 
[Description (“Determines whether the 


[Category (“Data”), 


control draws the data values.”)] 
__ property bool get _DrawData() { return 
m_DrawData; } 

_property void set _DrawData (bool value) { 


m DrawData = value; Refresh(); } 


Inside the OnPaint method (which we started writing last 
month) the code checks the value of m_DrawData before 
deciding whether or not to call a new routine, 
DrawDataPoints, which is responsible for rendering the graph. 

A more interesting question is how were going to store 
the graph data inside our control. We dont know in advance 
how many data points were going to receive, so it makes 
sense to use some sort of dynamic array to store this 
information. For this purpose (and from the perspective of a 
(++ programmer), one of the easiest to use ready-made NET 
classes is ArrayList. The ArrayList class can store an arbitrary 
number of objects, and when you want to add another 
object to the list, you just call the array-lists Add method. 
Notice that | didn’t say “can store an arbitrary number of 
integers”. Like most of the .NET collection classes, ArrayList 
holds a collection of objects. lts up to you, the programmer, 
to convert your integers into objects and then convert them 
back into the original type when retrieving them from the 
array-list. This process is called boxing and unboxing. See 
‘The beginners guide to boxing’ for more information on this. 

Lets create a home for our data points by defining a new 
private member, m_Data which is declared as a pointer to an 
ArrayList object. We create the array-list inside the MFComp 
constructor like this: 


m_Data = new ArrayList (20); 


At this point, the array-list object is empty; the integer (20) 
after the constructor call simply provides an initial ‘capacity’ 
for the object. In this case, its capable of holding twenty 
objects. So what happens if you try and store twenty-one 
data points into the array-list, | hear you cry? The array-list 
will automatically increase its capacity as more objects are 
added — the ability to set an initial capacity is simply a 
Strategy for reducing unnecessary behind-the-scenes 
resize operations as more objects are added. 
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ArrayList is one of a large number of collection classes that 
form part of the .NET frameworks. Because it’s easy to use from 
managed C++, it’s ideal for our purposes. 


OK, so we've got a home for our data points. The next 
question is, how do we add them to our graphical control? 
There are numerous ways of doing this, and perhaps the 
simplest technique (from the viewpoint of the client program) 
is to Supply an array of points ‘all in one go. However, 
mindful of the fact that we might want to eventually 
incorporate a ‘real-time’ display (remember the Task 
Manager) | decided to adopt a somewhat different approach. 


_ property void set _Item (int index, int 
val) 

{ 

if (index < 0) throw “SET: Indexer out 
of range”; 

// Pad out with zeroes until we’ve got 
enough points on the graph... 

while (index >= m_Data->Count) m_Data- 


How to draw the graph 


C++ 





This simple example shows a graph made from four data 
points. Obviously, the more data points you add, the more it'll 
look like the Task Manager real-time samples. 


>Add (__box (0)); 

// Now add the data point 

m Data->set_Item (index, _ box (val)); 
} 


This code looks like a property declaration. It defines 

a new method called set_Item. It takes two parameters, an 
index and a value. You can think of the index as specifying 
the ‘X’ (horizontal) location of the data point, while the value 
specifies the Y location — the height above the X axis. 

For obvious reasons, it doesn’t make sense to specify 
negative values for the index, and the code therefore checks 
for this, raising an exception if the client code passes a 
negative index. But what if three data points have been 
defined and the client code then specifies another data 
point, passing a value of / for index? Good software design 
dictates that we make life as easy as possible for the client 


Interconnecting a series of data points using simple GDI+ routines 


If the client code only supplies two data 
points, these will be aligned at the 
extreme beginning and end of the X { 
axis. If three data points are supplied, 
then the middle point will be aligned 
with the centre of the X axis. Similarly, 


for (int Idx 


float x1 = FirstPoint + 
(Spacing * Idx); } 
float x2 = (Idx == 


0; Idx < + 
m_Data->Count - 1; Idx++) 


1))); 
g->DrawLine (p, x1, yl, 
x2, y2); 





four points will be spaced out equally 
along the X axis with the first and last 
point at the beginning and end. 

To accomplish this, the code kicks off 
by calculating a suitable horizontal 
spacing between each point. This is 
stored in the floating-point Spacing 
variable. Once we've figured that out, 
the code then creates a new, managed 
(garbage-collectable!) pen with colour 
specified by the LineColor property. 


m_Data->Count - 2) ? 
LastPoint : x1 + Spacing; 
float y1 = (float) 
(rClient.Height - 
*dynamic_cast<_ box 
int*>(m_Data->get_Item 
(Idx) )); 

float y2 = (float) 
(rClient.Height - 
*dynamic_cast<_ box 
int*>(m_Data->get_Item (Idx 


The main ‘for’ loop iterates through 
each of the data points in turn, 
drawing a line from the current 

one to the next. By using floating 
point arithmetic, the rounding problems 
which would normally be experienced 
are eliminated. Moreover, the code 
‘pins’ the first and last points of 

the graph to ensure that they occur 

at the exact beginning and end of 

the X axis. E 








I've previously mentioned the 
excellent newsgroup archive at 
www.dejanews.com. This is a 
special website which 
automatically archives and 
indexes a large number of 
different newsgroups. To use 
this archive, click the Advanced 
Search link and specify 
“microsoft.public.dotnet.*” 

to focus your search on 
Microsoft's .NET-related 
newsgroups. | wouldn't bother 
searching Borland's 
newsgroups because the traffic 
generated by their new 
C*Builder product has so far 
been very small. 

Other good sites to browse 
are Www.codeguru.com, 
Wwww.codeproject.com, 
www.dotnet247.com and 
www.gotdotnet.com. You can 
also find a great introduction to 
managed C++ programming by 
a chap called Sam Gentile, 
here: www.ondotnet.com/pub 
/a/dotnet/2003/01/13/introm 
cpp.html. 
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The DrawDataPoints routine 
used a special, floating-point 
version of the GDI+ DrawLine 
routine. This ensures floating 
point errors cannot accumulate. 
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There are all sorts of cool 
features in GDI+ which could 
be used to soup up our little 
graphical control. Now that 
we're actually displaying a 
graph, you could accumulate 
all the data points in the 
graph, add the two points 
which represent the bottom- 
left and bottom-right corners 
of the control, and use this 
array of points to fill a polygon 
with a solid brush or even (if 
you want to get really fancy!) 
with a bitmapped brush. All 
the necessary techniques 
needed to do this have been 
discussed in previous issues. 


Next month we'll continue 
adding bells and whistles 
to our graph control, and 
I'll be showing you how 
to build advanced design- 
time support into your 
own .NET components. 
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Managed C++ contains a host 
of language extensions which 
provide fine control over the 
managed/unmanaged aspects 
of your .NET code. 


C++ 


Int myInt = 


*xdynamic_cast<__box 
int*>(myObject) ; 


Object *myObject = _ box 
(256); 


code which might not necessarily pass data points in a 
contiguous order, and might not even give us a complete 
set. To cater for this, the code checks to see if the index 
value passed Is greater than the number of data points that 
have been defined thus far. If it is, then the array-list object 
is ‘padded’ with zeroes until the index value is valid. The 
set_ltem method of the array-list is then called to add the 
new value to the array-list, boxing it at the same time. 


_ property int get Item (int index) 

{ 

if (index < 0 || index >= m_Data->Count) 
throw “GET: Indexer out of range”; 
return *dynamic_cast<__box int*>(m_Data- 
>get_Item (index) ); 

} 


This code represents the other side of the coin; its called to 
retrieve a data point from the graphical control. Again, the 
code checks to see if the supplied index value is valid. If not, 
an exception is raised. One of those ugly dynamic casts is 
then used to retrieve the data point from the array-list, unbox 
it back to an integer and return it to the caller. 


E Introducing indexers From the above, you might be 
thinking that in order to set or get a data point, the client 
code has to explicitly call set_Item or get_ltem. Fortunately, 
this isn't so. Theres a little bit of NET black magic we can use 
— the DefaultWember attribute. Heres what it looks like: 


[DefaultMemberAttribute (S”Item’”) ] 


By placing this attribute (see last month's instalment for more 
on attributes) at the head of the MFComp class declaration, 
were telling the NET runtime system that Item is to be the 
default member associated with this class. The discussion 








This diagram illustrates how we use 
boxing to move from a value type to 
an object, and then back again. 





gets a little technical here, and a full explanation requires 
a detailed discussion of something called InvokeMember. 
Suffice to say, that using this attribute, we can treat our 
control as a sort of ‘pseudo-array’ from our C*# host project: 


mfComp1 [0] = 23; 


This is then silently transformed by the compiler into the 
code below. Sneaky, huh? 


mfComp1.set_ Item (0, 23); 


There are a couple more things that we can do in order to 
improve the usefulness of our control. To begin with, I've 
added a public method called Clear. As the name suggests, 
this clears any data points that have already been defined 
and restores the control to a ‘factory-fresh’ condition. The 
code for this method is dead simple: 


void MFComp: :Clear () 
{ 

m_DrawData = false; 
m_Data->Clear() ; 
Refresh; 

} 


Another consideration is the maximum value of data points 
that can be passed to the control. These correspond to Y — 
the height above the X axis. In the current implementation, if 
you pass a value thats too large, it will disappear off the top 
of the control! A good way of fixing this would be to add an 
InputMode property that specifies whether the client passes 
absolute values (as now) or percentage values. In the latter 
case, Y values would be in the range 0.100 and would be 
interpreted as being a percentage of the height of the control. 
See if you can figure out how to do that for next time! PCP 


Managed versus unmanaged code 


What do managed, unmanaged, safe and unsafe mean, and why should you care? 





In the world of .NET software 
development, there's a lot of confusion 
surrounding the words managed, 
unmanaged, safe and unsafe. Most 
-NET applications use managed code; 
meaning that the .NET runtime handles 
the execution of code. In particular, 

the .NET garbage collector takes 
responsibility for silently deleting 
objects when they're no longer needed. 
The C# and VB.NET compilers can only 
ever generate managed code, but C* 
can generate unsafe code. 

By contrast, think of unmanaged code 
as a fancy way of saying native code; 
it's that familiar 80x86 code. It's referred 
to as unmanaged because it doesn’t run 
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courtesy of the .NET runtime. Moreover, 
unmanaged code isn't touched by the 
.NET garbage collector. 

| also mentioned safe and unsafe. 
Ordinarily, NET applications are type- 
safe. This means values of a certain 
type can’t exceed their predefined 
bounds. It also means that you can't 
Pass an array to a routine that's 
expecting (for example) an integer. .NET 
enforces type-checking across 
assemblies; something that Delphi and 
C++ Builder programmers have had for a 
long time with packages. At its most 
fundamental, code which is ‘safe’ can 
be verified as such by the .NET runtime 
before it’s allowed to execute — this is 


important when you're downloading 
potentially malicious software. 
However, as we all know, C++ 
supports pointers and so does C* 
(within special areas of code marked as 
unsafe). Pointers can be used to 
perform all sorts of dubious tricks and 
the .NET verifier can therefore no longer 
guarantee that such code is safe to run. 
Consequently, depending on your 
security settings, the verifier may refuse 
to allow the code to run. You can read 
more about this at www.codeguru.com 
/cpp_managed/index.shtml where 
you'll see an article by Kate Gregory 
which explains this potentially 
confusing subject in more detail. m 
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mail is a convenient way to communicate with 

friends and colleagues, but in security terms 

it's about as safe as a postcard. Steganos 
Security Suite 4.15 helps keep confidential data safe from 
prying eyes. Build powerful .NET applications with 
Borlands C#Builder Personal Edition, and harness your 
creativity by utilising Cinema 4D — which is widely 
considered the tool of choice for broadcast animation, 
and motion-picture special effects. Alcohol 52% will be 
the answer to your CD emulation prayers, and QSetup 
Installation Suite enables you to create professional 
installation routines. 

In addition to our indispensable programs, the 
SuperDisc this month offers you additional Lab Test 
software, Linux material, other essential content and 
thirty-four past issues in an electronic format. 


Visit pcplus.co.uk and get 


thousands of FREE downloads! 


> www.pcplus.co.uk /downloads/default.asp? 


The PC Plus website is your one-stop resource for thousands of 
amazing free downloads, from essential utilities to major full 
programmes. You're bound to find something that you want! 


PCPlus gives you more 
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Insert the SuperDisc into 
your CD/DVD drive and it 


will autorun. Read the terms and 
conditions and click OK to proceed 


or Cancel if you do not wish to 
use the disc. If you click OK the 
interface will launch enabling 
you to navigate the CD using 
the PCPlus custom interface. 


Using your SuperDiscs 


Upgrade 

and save 
money 

Save money on upgrades 


to the latest versions of 
our SuperDisc software 












If the SuperDisc fails 

to autorun after you've 
inserted the disc into your 
drive, simply run the program 
D:/SUPERDISC.EXE (D: being 
the DVD/CD drive, or other 
drive letter if appropriate). 


(or above). 
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The PCPlus SuperDisc is 
designed to perform at its 
best using Internet Explorer 5.5 


Complete SuperDisc listing 


.NET DEVELOPMENT SOFTWARE: 
AVAILABLE FREE 

Borland C*Builder o 
Microsoft .NET is the 
programming platform of the 
future. Now, for the first time, 
you can get involved without 
spending more money on a 
Microsoft product. Theres 
certainly no better way to get 
started with C* — a type-safe 
and object-oriented language. 


SECURITY SUITE: 2 
AS SOLD FOR £30 
Steganos Security 
Suite 4.15 

Steganos Security has the ability 
to conceal one file within 
another, and encrypts your data 
so that there are no tell tale 
signs that the image has an 
extra payload. However, this is 
just one of the many features 
that the high-powered Steganos 
Security Suite has to offer. 







CD/DVD EMULATION PACKAGE: 
AS SOLD FOR £25 

Alcohol 52% 

Alcohol 52% is the answer to 
your CD emulation prayers. 
Immortalise your disc collections 
by copying CD images to your 
hard drive and then run them via 
a virtual CD/DVD drive, without 
the need for the original disc. 
Disc Images can vary in size, but 
you can expect a /4-minute CD 
image to occupy between 650 


Email 








and 700MB. Images can be 
saved in several formats, 
including Media Descriptor 
Image files (mds), and written to 
CD or DVD using your choice of 
software. 


INSTALLATION ROUTINE SOFTWARE: 
AS SOLD FOR £62 


QSetup Installation E 
Suite 3.5 


After designing, writing and 
debugging your latest 
application, theres only one 
decision left: what are you going 
to use to create the installation 
program? Traditionally, you had 
to either spend hundreds of 
pounds on one of the market 
leaders, or choose a budget 
installer. However, theres now 
another way. Just launch the 
QSetup Installation Suite 


DESIGN sorruane: (C) 

AS SOLD FOR £70 

Serif DrawPLUS 4 

Are you artistically inept? No 
problem, DrawPlus contains all 


you need to create animated 
GIFs, banners, posters and more. 





DESIGN SOFTWARE: 
AS SOLD FOR £100 

Serif PagePLUS 

Design brochures, letterheads, 
newsletters, even greetings cards 
or websites with this all-purpose 
publishing tool. 


* Technical Support 


ett Got a problem with your SuperDisc? 


E CONTACT PC PLUS CD AND DVD READER SUPPORT 
pcplus.support @futurenet.co.uk 

01225 732310 
www.futurenet.com/support 

Our support staff will do their utmost to help you, but cannot 
provide assistance for Linux or BeOS software, or extensive 
training on the software or on PC hardware, DOS or Windows. 


Damaged or missing SuperDisc 


MISSING SUPERDISC If you bought this issue of PC Plus 
but did not receive the discs, then see your newsagent. 
DAMAGED SUPERDISC -|f in the unlikely event your 
cover disc is faulty, please call our reader support team 


on 01225 822 743 








This month's SuperDisc 
software tutorials 





E ESSENTIAL Multimedia Foomatic-GUI 
AVAILABLE FREE FREEWARE Tools 4 R24 Freedroid 
Cinema 4D CE6 Avant Browser Firegraphic 6.0.612 Gestalter 
Are you an artistically challenged 802.018 Swishmax KSalup 
person? It's a common problem. ou Diskeeper 8 HE MEPIS 
A few people can produce pencil Chobit MD5 3D Canvas LP 6.0.2 num-utils 
portraits in just a few strokes, but Summer FL Studio 4.1.2 siproxd 
the rest of us struggle to createa _ 1.3.0.210 Hot CPU Tester smb4K 
realistic square. The answer? DIMIN Image s a .-Plus lots more! 
Forget th il and install Viewer 2.3 EATON 
eai T je ne a ay. ExtractNow 3.13 Professional 1.75.4 ESSENTIAL 
tracing features will enable you Fastream NETFile „pius 3 more apps ih peal 5 
, andwi 
to create attractive and accurate Aerob Ta ESSENTIAL Forum Plusi 
images, with the added E Fsum 1.0 RESOURCES InfoGlue 
advantage of an Undo facility IrfanView 3.85 MySQL 4 JFtp . 
when things go wrong. Magic WBMP 1.0 PHP 4.3.3 Magic Mail 
But don't stop there. The ModelPress 3.1.09 Mozilla 1.4 Monitor 3 
program is also a professional PostCast Server Mozilla Firebird MbsaFU 
3D modelling, rendering and 2.5.16 0.6.1 NetOffice 
animation package and you can PowerGED 2.34 Netscape 71 PhpDocumentor 
animate anything from a simple Project Engine mee se Jag CRA , 
3D scene to a full movie. Client 3.1 obe header ataVision #Bu iti 
Quintessential aaah fee AbiWord Borland C Builder Personal Edition a 224 
Player 4.02 ash Player £0. . . 
Paneta RedEye 1.5 Stuffit Expander 8 LIBRARY Steganos Security Suite 4.15.00 226 
Windows & Internet 2 i ee, Alcohol 5296 0 228 
Washer Pro 2.03 WinPatrol 6 LAB TEST World , i 
Windows & Internet Washer can SOFTWARE c# QSetup Installation Suite 3.5 ............................... 229 
help you regain privacy by TRIAL SOFTWARE Final Draft 6 CH i 
covering your tracks. There are ClickBook 6 Final Draft AV 2 Delphi Serif DrawPLUS a 230 
the usual options to delete FinePrint 5.04 a: TE Worksh 
Internet Explorer history, cookies, MYOB Accounting penuitice.org I's Workshop Serif PagePLUS 5 231 
Temporary Internet Files and so Plus Version 11 Wee A aer SEREAS A neii 
on. The program can also clear Windows & Ordr erreg ython 2. i 
out Windows lists like ‘Recent Internet Washer Office 11 le HP Cinema 4D CE6. 232 
‘Find Files’ Pro 3.18.4 udio 1. 
piel ed mie B 2 Cinema 4D 8 ESSENTIAL LINUX TMPGEnc = DVD EXCLUSIVE 
enables you to delete selected Magenta Il 5 B ; daid hD PDE Archi : Wind d 
tracks on closing Internet Alcohol 120% A “ee Indows an 
Explorer or starting up Windows. Internet Washer Pro 2.03 a 235 


FREE £50 
BOOK VOUCHER |; 


WHEN YOU 





ara Save £27 on 13 CD issues 










> & © x z "$ or £29 on 13 DVD issues“ 


Please quote the appropriate code when ordering 
Direct Debit code: PCPSPRING210 
Standard offer code: PCPP210 


T The free £50 book voucher is available 





while voucher stocks last and is only 
: open to new UK Direct Debit 
ki subscribers. 





5 amanen n an a 


SUBSCRIBE BY 
DIRECT DEBIT 


THREE WAYS TO SUBSCRIBE: 
D fill in form and post 





* Based on UK prices 
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2 go to www.pcplus.co.uk © call 0870 444 8662 
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TURN TO PAGE 30 FOR IMMEDIATE SAVINGS 





BORLAND C# BUILDER 


FULL PROGRAM 
AVAILABLE FOR FREE 


Á 


Á 


©PERSONAL EDITION 


Windows 2000, XP 
Professional 

Internet Explorer 6, .NET 
128MB RAM, 100MB 
disk space 


8 ADVANCED 


Programming experience 
and .NET knowledge 


icrosoft .NET is the 
programming platform of the 
future. Now, for the first time, 
you can get involved without spending 
a fortune on a Microsoft product. 
Unfortunately, you will need to 
comply with the fairly detailed system 
requirements. C#Builder expects to 
find IE6, and version 1.1 of the .NET 
framework (and SDK) on your system 
before installation. If you want to run 
ASPNET applications, IIS or Cassini will 
also be necessary. That's to be 
expected when you have a leading- 
edge development environment. 
Theres certainly no better way to 
get started with C#, an object-oriented 
language and a type-safe. It's easy to 
































E 


SUPPLIER Borland 
INFO www.borland.co.uk 


Register for a key at 
www.borland.com/produ 
cts/downloads/downloa 
d_csharpbuilder.html 


None 


Getting started with C*Builder 
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learn, but don't think that means its 
limited. Theres full COM support to 
integrate with existing code, XML 
support for interaction with web- 
based components, versioning, 
security provided through intrinsic 
code trust mechanisms, and more. 
Maybe youre an expert 
programmer, and don't want all this 
garbage collection, structured exception 
handling and type safety? Then you're 
clearly mad. However, C# does offer 
some ways you can return to the 
good old days. Theres the aptly- 
named ‘Unsafe Mode’, for instance, 
where you can use pointers to 
manipulate memory that isnt under 
control of the garbage collector. 





Build powerful .NET applications with this industry-standard 
development environment. Even better, do it all for free 


Exploring the IDE 

This version of C#Builder doesn't 
include quite as many goodies as you'll 
find in the other editions (Architect, 
Enterprise and Professional). Theres no 
Model View for high level visualisation 
of your C# code, for instance. Luckily, it 
packs in so many other features that 
you'll have plenty to explore for a very 
long time. 

The basic IDE is similar to Visual 
Studio .NET, with an integrated Code 
Editor and debugger, view history, 
Straightforward error messages and 
colour syntax highlighting. As youd 
expect, its easy to optimise your 
screen real estate by tweaking the 
layout, rearranging the windows and 
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You can also open projects directly from the 

menu. Choose ‘Open Project’ from the File 
menu, then navigate to \Program Files\Borland\ BDS\ 
1.0\Examples\C# \Applications\MDIForm\TextEditor.bds 
proj. You can now choose one of the files listed in the 
right-hand Project Manager, then take a closer look at 
its contents in the Code Editor. 


Launch the program and you're presented with 

this Startup window, offering live links to recent 
opened projects, tutorials, and various Borland 
websites. This doesn’t just look like a web page, it’s 
an embedded Internet Explorer window. Type a URL 
into the address box and that page will be displayed, 
or follow the links for information. 


After filling in a Registration Form at the 
Borland site, you'll be emailed a text file 
containing an activation key. (The program won't 
run until you have this). Copy this into your 
\Documents and Settings (username) folder 
to complete registration, or manually browse 
to the file from the C#Builder License Manager. 
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Most of the sample 
programs provided are 
more useful than this 
Mandelbrot generator, 
but not quite as pretty. 





UPGRADE 


NOW 


The C#Builder interface is 
packed with information, 
but you can rearrange the 
layout to make the most 
of your screen real estate. 





toolbars to suit your needs. You can 
even build multiple Desktop Layout 
Profiles, then switching between them 
with a couple of mouse clicks. 

When your'e building programs, the 
Tool Palette comes in handy with its 
speedy search and drag-and-drop 
access to components. Then you can 
switch to the Object Inspector, which 
lets you set design-time properties, 
create event handlers for components, 
and display properties of the current 
HTML tag in the Code Editor. 

Brace and parenthesis matching, 
doubled with code completion make it 
easier to enter your program, and error 
highlighting during the background 
compilation will pick up any problems. 
You'll still make mistakes from time to 
time, but that's fine — both the Form 
Designer and Code Editor come with 
full Undo and Redo capabilities. 

Other handy features include code 
outlining and folding, which collapses 
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caption in one of the ‘Type Here’ boxes. 


Click on ‘FormEditor.cs’ in the Project Manager, 
then choose the ‘Design’ tab at the bottom 

of the Code Editor window. This displays the main 
program form, and is where (for example) you can 
extend its menus. Click on one of the menus to 
display it, choose a menu option, then enter a 


and expands sections of your source 
code. If and when you need more 
flexibility, just build a macro with the 
integrated Macro Quick Record Buttons. 


Web development 

NET really comes into its own when 
developing web applications, of course, 
and C*Builder provides everything you 
need to start producing quality code. 

This starts with ASPNET server 
controls, enabling an HTML-like style 
of programming, requiring you to write 
much less code than traditional ASP 
As another boost to your productivity, 
the web ‘Forms Designer’ lets you 
simultaneously view and edit both 
web Forms and HTML. 

Maybe youre happier playing 
around with C# than HTML tags? 
Fortunately, theres integrated support 
for HTML standards. This includes a 
Tidy tool that both reformats your page 
to make it more readable, and points 


specific object event. 


Over on the left-hand side is the C#Builder 

Object Inspector, which displays the properties 
associated with the form you're viewing. Whether you 
want to change colours, text (the window caption) or 
object behaviour, it can all be done here. Select the 
‘Events’ tab if you want to assign a handler to a 


out any potential problems. This may 
be the junior version of C*Builder, but it 
still also comes with a full set of XML 
and Web Services features. It's easy to 
call the service of your choice from 
ASPNET, without needing to know all 
the SOAP or XML details. In turn, you 
can convert any class into an XML Web 
Service of your own, by adding a single 
line of code. 

Experienced users will appreciate 
the Web Service Client and the UDDI 
browser for locating and importing 
registered Web Services. Theres 
support for binary attachments, too. 

If youre thinking “What's a Web 
Service?” — or even “What's NET?" — 
then this won't mean very much. 
(*Builder isnt some dated giveaway. 
lts a powerful up-to-date programming 
environment, and if you want to 
explore Microsofts latest development 
platform then theres no better way to 
get started than Borlands. PCP 





Upgrade to 
more editions 
of C*Builder 


For even more .NET power 
you'll need one of these 
Borland upgrades 


The Personal Edition of C*Builder 

is a great programming tool, but to 
develop commercial applications, 
or use .NET to its fullest, you'll need 
an upgrade. Options range from £49 
for the standard edition, right up to 
£1,669 for the industry-strength 
Architect version, so get along to 
www.borland.co.uk to find out 
which one is right for you. 


www.borland.co.uk 
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To run the program, just press [F9]. You’re more 
used to Microsoft shortcut keys? Select Tools, 
Key Mappings from the Editor Options section, and 
select ‘Visual Studio’ or ‘Visual Basic’. You'll now 

be able to use the more familiar [F5] to launch the 
sample program, which as you'll see is a particularly 


functional MDI text editor. 
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Steganos 


FULL PROGRAM 


AS SOLD FOR £30 





Windows 98 or later, 
11MB disk space 











5 INTERMEDIATE 
No previous encryption 
experience is required 



































SERIAL CODE 
Register at 
www.steganos.com/ 
magazine/pcplus/sss4 
INFORMATION 





SUPPLIER Steganos GmbH 
INFO wwwssteganos.com 


! None 


STEGANOS SECURITY SUITE 4.15 





Keep your personal and confidential documents safe 
from prying eyes with this ingenious security package 


mail is a convenient way to 
communicate, but it's about 
as Safe as a postcard in 
security terms. There are lots of ways in 
which a message could be intercepted, 
making it far from the ideal way of 
sending confidential details. 

You could try sending a self- 
extracting encrypted file, but that's a 
little like waving a flag saying, “Look 
at me! Im doing something secret!” 

If someone else has access to the 
recipients PC, runs that file and sees an 
‘Enter password’ message, then you'll 
pique their curiosity, if not give them 
the outright secret. 

You need a more subtle approach, 
and that's exactly what the Steganos 





Concealing files with Steganos 





The ability to hide one file within another is 

one of Steganos’ most unusual and powerful 
features. To give it a try, choose ‘Steganos File 
Manager’ from the Security Suite Centre. Now select 
‘File’, ‘New’ to create a new carrier, choose ‘Add files 
and pick the file you'd like to conceal. Note that you 


can add complete folders too. 





Shape Fibs Me oe 


Security Suite provides. This program 
takes one or more files containing your 
secret data and embeds them in a 
carrier, either a BMP image or WAV 
audio file. The end result is that the 
carrier file grows in size but still works 
as it did before. For example, if you 
send someone an image called 
My Holiday.BMP if anyone double- 
clicks on it then it will simply display 
your holiday photo. Nothing suspicious 
about that. Even if someone takes 
a look inside the file, theres nothing 
to see. Steganos encrypts your data 
so there are no telltale signs of an 
extra payload. 

It's a very different story for the 
recipient. Take that image to another 


PC, open it with a copy of Steganos 
and they can extract your original 
documents. It’s all very easy and no 
one else even notices that anything 
has happened. 


Feature-packed 
This ability to conceal one file within 
another is very powerful, but it's only 
one of many features that the 
Steganos Security Suite has to offer. 
The Steganos Safe, for example, 
creates an encrypted virtual drive on 
your PC. Theres no messy partitioning 
involved — it's just a file. Drag and drop 
files or folders here and no one else 
will be able to access them without the 
password. This provides instant 
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Steganos returns you to the File Manager and... 
does nothing else at all. Why? Because it 
expects you'll want to add more files and folders, or 
perhaps change your mind and delete a listed item. 
Once you're happy with the selection, click on ‘Close 
and Secure’ and choose the option to ‘Encrypt and 
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Your selected data file is going to be hidden 

inside a carrier file then, but which one? You 
could choose the ‘Search’ option to list possible 
options automatically, or select one yourself. 
However, we're going for the third option and are 
creating a new carrier file. We've got a scanner to 


hand, so let’s choose ‘Bitmap’. 
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protection for your data, from any 
application, with no extra effort on your 
part at all — just save documents to 
that drive as necessary. 

Occasionally you'll want to delete a 
file that contains confidential data, but 
thats not easy in Windows. If the file 
isn't in the Recycle Bin, it can probably 
be undeleted with the right utility, 
Unless, that is, you use the Steganos 
Shredder. This overwrites the file 
completely, so even if someone tries 
undeleting it, none of the original data 
will be left. 

Encryption features include options 
to encrypt and decrypt the contents of 
the clipboard, which is useful if you 
only want to send a few secret lines of 
text. However, if you need to send a 
complete document, use the Email 
Encyption feature to create and send a 
self-extracting encrypted file. 

There's also a Password Manager 
which, unsurprisingly, holds all of your 
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As long as you have a compatible TWAIN driver 

installed for your scanner, Steganos should be 
able to access it and scan in your new image. If you 
have any problems with this, simply click on the 
‘Back’ button and manually search for a file. 
Remember to make a copy of your image if it’s 
important since Steganos works with the original file. 
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passwords in a single place, plus the 
Internet Trace Destructor that covers 
your Internet and Windows tracks by 
deleting cookies, History, Temporary 
Internet files, the Recent Documents 
list and more. 


Getting started 

Every tool is accessible from the 
Steganos Security Suite Centre, and 
theres a Help and support option if you 
need assistance. The Support section 
of the website (www.steganos.com) 
covers lots of common questions too. 
You're not likely to need them in a 
hurry though, because most functions 
are controlled by simple wizards. 

All you'll really need to do is learn 
where the key options are. Want to try 
embedding one file within another, for 
example? That's done within the File 
Manager, and we explain exactly how 
to do that in the walkthrough below. 

Keep in mind that Steganos doesn't 
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Want to keep your 


create a copy of the carrier file before 
working with it. If you embed a Word 
document in your only copy of 
MyWedding.bmp, then Steganos will 
modify that bitmap accordingly. This 
wouldn't be a disaster since you can 
still view the image — after all, that's 
the whole point — but this may not be 
something you want to do. 

One big advantage of Steganos is 
that its very flexible, and it usually 
offers more than one way to perform 
the same task. For example, perhaps 
you want to email someone an 
encrypted file. You could use ‘Email 
Encryption’, ‘Send self-decrypting file’, 
or you could use the Steganos File 
Manager, build a new project and 
choose ‘File’, ‘Send as Email’. 

Both methods have advantages, 
SO make sure you take the time to 
experiment and you'll soon be familiar 
with all of the features that Steganos 
has to offer. PCP 
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Steganos is packed with 
data protection functions, 
and they're all available 
from the Security Centre. 
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Internet activities private? 
Clear your cookies, cache 
and other tracks with the 
Steganos Trace Destructor. 










UPGRADE 


NOW 


Upgrade to 
Steganos 
Security Suite 5 


Improve your PC security 
with this low-cost upgrade 


Version 5 of the Steganos Security 
Suite enables you to install four 
secure drives, encrypting up to 4.8GB 
of data. Email encryption is even 
easier and there's a plug-in for 
Outlook 2000, 2002, XP along with 
improvements to Password Manager 
and Internet Trace Destructor. Visit 
www.steganos.com and it's yours 
for the small sum of £31. 


www.steganos.com 
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Once you've found a suitable carrier, Steganos 
will encrypt your original data file. A password 
is required to decrypt this later, so enter it here. Try to 
get the Password Quality meter as far over to the 
right as possible by making the password lengthy, 
including numbers and changing the case 
occasionally — for example, PaSSwoRD1783. 
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Test the carrier by opening it in an image editor. 
You should still see the original picture. You can 
even convert the file to another lossless format (PNG, 
or TIF say, rather than JPEG) and retain the hidden 
data. When you or the recipient needs to recover the 
original document, simply open it in Steganos File 
Manager and enter the password. 










ALCOHOL 52% 


FULL PROGRAM £25 


Alcohol 52% 














This handy application emulates all your CDs and DVDs. 
Scratched and lost silver discs need never haunt you again 





Pentium, 32MB RAM, 
Windows 95 or later, 
sufficient hard drive 
space for CD images 


5 INTERMEDIATE 
Basic file format 
knowledge is required 


SERIAL CODE 


G Not required 


INFORMATION 


SUPPLIER Alcohol Soft 
INFO www.alcohol-software.com 


! None 















































eelings of depression are 
inevitable when we see our 
beloved CD-ROMs become 
a mass of scratched silver desk fodder. 
Worse still is digging through this 
charnel house of forgotten discs only 
to find that the one we need has 
perished into a grazed, useless state. 

Alcohol 52% is the answer to your 
CD emulation prayers. Immortalise your 
disc collections by copying CD images 
to your hard drive and then run them 
as a virtual CD/DVD, without the need 
for the original disc. Disc images can 
vary in size, but you can expect a /4- 
minute CD image to occupy between 
650 and 700MB. Images can be saved 
in several formats, including Media 
Descriptor Image files (mds), and 
written to CD or DVD using your choice 
of software. 

After copying CDs, Alcohol 52% 
creates virtual drives so you can play 
them back. Up to 31 can be created 
and used at any one time. 


Run CDs and DVDs from your hard drive 


The access speeds for these virtual 
drives are 200x, which is handy for 
those with slower physical drives. The 
EFM bypass engine means that up to 
99 per cent of disc drives are 
compatible with the software, while a 
Device Manager is also supplied to 
keep an eye on things. 

Copy protection measures often 
discourage people from backing up 
discs, but Alcohol 52% regularly 
updates its software to allow copying, 
regardless of such restrictions. Note that 
its still illegal to copy copyrighted discs 
though! In order to be successful, you 
must be sure of the data type of the 
source CD. This can be done using 
detection software such as ClonyXXL. 
Read speeds with these vary but a 
lower speed ensures better results. 
Most CD back-up file formats are 
supported for playback, while the built- 
in search function enables you to 
round up stray PC files and add them 
to your emulation library. PCP 
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Upgrade to 
Alcohol 120% 


Save money and take 
advantage of the extra 
features of Alcohol 120%... 


Once your hard drive is full of images, 
you'll need to find them a more 
permanent home. Alcohol 120% 
includes built-in CD/DVD software so 
you can emulate your CDs to disk in 
one go. Other perks include increased 
drive compatibility, and support for 
more file formats. There's a demo on 
the coverdisc so you can try it out. 

If you like what you see, go to 
www.alcohol-software.com, use 

the code Pcplus210, and save 10 per 
cent off the normal price. 


www. alcohol-software.com 


n a eee ee ee er ee |e eee A, oe | 


=. ee ee ee 0 | 
mee ten lem Lo 


i eat r 
na Silat rece 


| a j 

a OoOO A =e, an e T 

Bra ee ki lèm ME, 
AIER atn Eeri TLA 


f 
ee es 
ST Ee eater mena as at eae IS aena" E 








Start up Alcohol 52% and begin with the Image 
Making wizard. Choose your source CD drive, 
error skipping options and the desired writing speed, 
then click Next to begin the ripping process. 
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The Dumping Procedure window displays a log 
of any events and problems encountered when 
creating your CD image. When the status bar hits 100 
per cent, the drive opens and the image is complete. 


Choose a folder to save your image file to and 
make sure you give it an appropriate name. 
Adjust to the correct image format (.mds is standard) 
and then click Start to continue. 








FULL PROGRAM AS SOLD FOR £59 


QSetup 





Installation Suite 


QSETUP INSTALLATION SUITE 


Once you've finished your latest program, use QSetup to add 
the finishing touches with a professional installation routine 





Pentium, Windows 98 
or later, 2MB disk space 








4 INTERMEDIATE 
A gentle and 
straightforward 


introduction to installers 
































SERIAL CODE 


Register at 
www.pantaray.com/ 
pcplus.html 


INFORMATION 


SUPPLIER Pantaray Research 
INFO www.pantaray.com 


! None 








fter designing, writing and 
debugging your latest 
application, theres only one 
decision left: what are you going to 
use to create the installation program? 

Traditionally, you had to either 
spend hundreds of pounds on one of 
the market leaders, (and then spend 
days learning how to use it), or choose 
a budget installer that didn't have all 
the features you needed. However, 
theres now another way. 

Launch the QSetup Installation Suite 
and at first it looks just like any other 
basic set-up creator. You simply click on 
the various tabs to define your project 
description, files to install and so on, 
then compile the results when youte 
finished. However, take a closer look at 
some of the options and you'll realise 
that there are some powerful features 
hidden away. For instance, how would 
you like your applications to 
automatically update themselves over 
the Internet? You can add this ability by 


filling in a single box. There are also 
comprehensive tools to customise the 
users PC when they’'e installing your 
app. You can add custom strings to 
the environment, lines to an INI file, 
Registry keys and values, as well as 
creating shortcuts or file associations. 
It'S up to you which of these are later 
removed by the Uninstall program. 

If you have more complex 
requirements, take a look at the 
options available under the Execute 
tab. These enable you to perform an 
option based on conditional tests, such 
as running a certain executable if the 
user had a particular service running 
and had less than 256MB of RAM, 
but wasn't running Windows 2000. 

This can get quite complicated, 
but fortunately QSetup defaults to 
displaying Help as you view each 
screen. You'll master the basics very 
quickly, and even the most complex 
of installation programs should be 
completed within an hour PCP 












Upgrade To 
QSetup Pro 4 


Keep all of your installation 
programs up to date with 
the latest version of QSetup 


If you're impressed with the QSetup 
Installation Suite, you'll find the 
additional features of QSetup Pro 4 
invaluable. The upgrade includes new 
installation dialog styles, the ability 
to play audio tracks during set-up and 
an option to create serial numbers 
based on either the user or company 
name. QSetup Pro 4 will cost you 
$116.82 (about £70) and you even 

get the stand-alone Tokenized serial 
number program entirely free. Check 
out www.pantaray.com/tokenized 


WWW.pantaray.com 


A five-minute set-up program 





QSetup opens with the ‘Project’ tab displayed. 
This is where you fill in global details about 
your application, including its name, Project Directory 
and Setup file name. Check ‘Create Split Setup’ 
and you can deliver a very small set-up program 
that connects to your website to download the 
remaining data. 


The ‘Display’ tab enables you to customise the 

look of your Installer, but you don’t actually 
have to do much here. The ‘Files’ tab is much more 
important since this defines which files your 
application will install. You can define them manually, 
or use the ‘Add File Tree’ button to add a pre-existing 
tree of files and folders. 


Use the ‘Shortcuts’ tab to define the shortcuts 

your installer should create. These aren't 
actually compulsory because the user will be given 
the option to create Start Menu or Desktop shortcuts, 
among others. Now use the ‘Preview’ button to see 
what your set-up program looks like, then click on 
‘Compile’ to produce the finished project. 
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FULL PROGRAM AS 
SOLD FOR £70 


Serif 
DrawPLUS 


DRAWPLUS 4 
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Are you artistically inept? No problem, DrawPLUS contains all 
you need to create animated GIFs, banners, posters and more 





Windows 98, Me, 
NT, 2000, XP 
132MB disk space 


0 10 6 INTERMEDIATE 
i | No previous 
experience (or artistic 


ability) required 


SERIAL CODE 


G www.serif.com 


INFORMATION 


SUPPLIER Serif 
INFO www.serif.com 


! None 









































t first glance, SerifS graphics 
tool looks like a cut-down 
version of PagePLUS. Run 
the program and you've a similar 
collection of project wizards 
(Animations, Banners, Certificates, 
Family Art and Posters). There’ little 
apparent help on hand if you try to 
create a project from scratch. Browse 
the toolbars and you'll soon discover 





just how powerful this program can be. 


Click on the square QuickBox 
toolbar button and youre offered a 
choice of 36 different ‘QuickShapes’. 
Theres everything from arrow shapes 
to spider webs and smileys. 

This is convenient, but each shape 
also has one or more attached ‘nodes’ 
you can tweak once its on the page. 
If you add a star shape, perhaps one 
node adjusts the number of points, 
another rotates them and so on. 

Text handling is equally flexible. 
Select the text tool, and type your 
caption into the document. Looks 


Create fancy text effects 
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‘Next’ button. 





To liven up your text, don’t simply run headings 
in a boring straight line. The DrawPLUS Curve 
Text Wizard lets you write captions that flow around 
curves, circles, spirals or arcs. It’s easy to use, too. 
Select ‘Tools’, ‘Curve Text Wizard’, ‘Next’, enter the 
caption you'd like to be used, and click on the 





this screen. 
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The wizard comes with eight different curves 
to choose from (if you include ‘no curve at all’, 
ie a straight line). Click on each one in turn to see 
its effect in the Preview window. You can also flow 
text around an existing object by clicking on it first, 
then enabling the ‘Use Current Selection’ option in 


wrong? No need to guess at the font 
size you need, just resize the text until 
it Suits your needs. Don't miss the 
animated text options available in the 
Animation Wizard. 

Other aspects of the text (or any 
DrawPLUS object) can be changed 
directly from the ‘Studio’, a collection 
of tabbed palettes to the right of your 
document. Want to try a new text 
colour? Click on ‘Fill’, pick a colour, 
then drag-and-drop it onto your 
caption. You can change fonts in 
much the same way. 

The wizards tab includes a host 
of banners, buttons, page watermarks 
and other customisable special effects. 
You even get a misnamed ‘Backdrops’ 
section, which offers complete 
cartoons you could use. 

Then there's the transparency 
features. These include anti-aliasing, 
freehand drawing options. Why not 
install DrawPLUS and discover them 
for yourself? PCP 
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UPGRADE & 
SAVE 


ELLES 


Upgrade to 
DrawPLUS 7 


If you liked DrawPLUS 4, 
then you're going to love 
the extras in version 7 


New DrawPLUS improvements start 
with graphics tools like feathering 
(create a soft edge to any shape), 
smart curve drawing, 3D shapes and 
fancy filter effects. CMYK colour fills 
will improve your printed results, 
which can also be exported in PDF 
format. All this is yours for £60, £20 
off the list price. 

Alternatively, Serif are offering 
PagePLUS 8 PDF Edition, PhotoPLUS 8 
and DrawPLUS 7 for a combined price 
of just £120, saving almost £80. For 
more information on any of these 
deals, call 0800 376 7070 quoting 
code: RO/PCS/PP5/1003. But be 
quick! The offers expires on the 
30 November 2003. 


www-serif.com 


“Fk. 0 
ee ee se ha oe et a" 
Pic Sp ee en ee ee ES fi = 
wakta 


aian i p 





Now ‘draw’ the text across your page, then 

move and resize it until you're happy. Change 
text colour from the Fill tab, and choose ‘Text’ if you'd 
like to try a new font. This is a great way to make a 
heading more interesting, or create a simple poster — 
just dress it with a few QuickShapes from the toolbar 


to complete the effect. 





FULL PROGRAM AS 
SOLD FOR £100 


Serif 
PagePLUS 
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PAGEPLUS 5 





Design brochures, letterheads, newsletters, even greetings 
cards or websites with this all-purpose publishing tool 





Windows 98, Me, 
NT, 2000 
145MB disk space 


6 INTERMEDIATE 
One of the simplest 
desktop publishing 


packages around 


SERIAL CODE 


Call the freephone 
number 0500 45 4645 
(+44 115 914 5460 


outside the UK) 
for details. 


INFORMATION 


SUPPLIER Serif 
INFO wwwserif.com 


| 1 None 









































Customising a PagePlus document 
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Run through one of the PagePLUS Page Wizards 
and it’s easy to produce effective documents 
like this newsletter. You can’t customise them directly 
in the preview window, though. To edit the newsletter 
text, just double-click on one of the text columns. 
A text editor appears and you can replace the 


default words. 





erifs PagePLUS package is 
crammed full of helpful 
wizards to suit all your 
publishing needs. 

To find out more, just choose a 
Page Wizard from the Start-up menu 


(displayed when the program launches, 


or you select File New’). This alone 
offers eleven different choices, ranging 
from business-oriented (brochures, 
forms, stationery) to home projects 
(CD and cassette covers, calendars, 
CVs and more). 

Each wizard offers you even more 
options, thanks to the wide range of 
templates provided with PagePLUS. 
Select ‘Forms’, for instance, and you'll 
find seven pre-designed business 
forms that can be printed right away 
(Expenses, Invoice, Purchase Order, 
and so on). Or pick ‘Special Occasions’, 
and choose from a pre-built selection 


of party invitations and greetings cards. 


In some cases you may still feel 
theres not too much choice. Choose 
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‘Other’, ‘Calendars’ from the Page 
Wizard menu, for example, and 


there are only four templates available. 


Limited? No, PagePLUS is just hiding 
some of the choices for you. Double- 
click on the Calendar to launch the 
Calendar Wizard, offering even more 
set-up and style options. You'll 
discover even more wizards through 
the program, greatly speeding up 
what could otherwise be some very 
complex operations. 

We think all this hand-holding 


makes PagePlus a very useful program, 


but you may not agree. And that’s 
fine, you can always choose to create 
a new document from scratch. Or 
edit one of the templates, redesigning 
it or replacing graphics to suit your 
needs. Although its a very helpful 
program for beginners, PagePLUS also 
has plenty of desktop publishing 
functionality hidden just below the 
surface, making it an ideal choice 

for every level of user PCP 










UPGRADE & 
SAVE 


ELES 


Upgrade to 
PagePLUS 8 
PDF Edition 


Get yourself up-to-date 
with the very latest in 
publishing power 


The latest version of PagePLUS 

now supports drag-and-drop from 
applications, making it a snip to 
transfer charts from a spreadsheet, 
text from a word processor, whatever 
you need. There's a spellcheck, table 
creator, many new features to aid 
working with multi-page documents, 
and of course export to PDF. 

Serif are also offering a special 
deal on their PhotoPLUS 8 image 
editor, which includes features 
like 3D lighting and surface effects, 
intelligent resizing, improved photo 
correction and more. 

The price? £60 each, that's £20 
off the regular price — but there's 
a Way you can save even more. 

See the DrawPLUS upgrade detail 
opposite for more. 


www.serif.com 





The logo looks a little basic, so let's change A Want to replace the clip-art, too? Whatever 
it. Double-click on the image to display it in 

LogoPlus, the built-in logo editor. Here you can 
change the text and font settings, create new shapes 
to surround the text, and more. Hover your mouse 
cursor over a button and the status bar text will 
explain what it does. 


you're creating, double-click on the image and 
Serif will display alternatives in the Clipart Browser. 
Although you'll see the image previews in the CD 
version of the SuperDisc, there wasn't room to 
squeeze on the images, so this only works fully 


on the DVD. Sorry about that. 
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FULL PROGRAM 


CINEMA 4D CE6 


AVAILABLE FREE 


CINEMA 
4D CE6 





Windows 98SE, Me, 
2000, XP 258MB disk 
space for full installation 
(including examples) 








0 10 8 ADVANCED 


Min Previous 3D graphics 
experience will be a 
great help 

SERIAL CODE 
c pcplus.html and enter 
62081701054-FFOF9F 
INFORMATION 


SUPPLIER Maxon Computer 
INFO www.maxon.net 


1 None 











Visit www.maxon.net 
/jumps/prog/ce6_uk_ 














Cinema 4D CE6 is proof that 3D modelling and animation don't 
always require a computer science degree and the budget of Pixar 


re you an artistically 
challenged person? It's a 
common problem. A few 
people can produce pencil portraits in 
just a few strokes, but the rest of us 
struggle to create a realistic square. 

The answer? Forget the pencil and 
install Cinema 4D CE6 instead. Its ray- 
tracing features will enable you to 
create attractive and accurate images, 
with the added advantage of an Undo 
facility when things go wrong. 

But dont stop there. The program is 
also a professional 3D modelling, 
rendering and animation package. It’s 
packed with features like NURBS 
modelling, inverse kinematics and 
bone options for character animation, 


Three-minute 3D animation 


lots of particle and lighting effects and 
more. String them all together and you 
can animate anything from a simple 3D 
scene to a full movie. 

Not everyone has the time to make 
Toy Story Ill, but theres more to Cinema 
4D than 3D cartoons. Want to animate 
some text for a company logo, 
perhaps? Choose ‘Text’ from the Spline 
Primitive ‘Object’ menu and enter the 
text you need. Then apply one of 12 
different deformation effects and view 
the results. Once you're familiar with 
the program layout, its surprisingly 
easy to achieve impressive effects. 

Our psychic senses are picking up 
on your scepticism. You've tried 
programs like this before, right? And 





they proved so difficult to use that you 
uninstalled them within 24 hours? 
Cinema 4D is different, and we'll 
explain why later. The best place to 
start, though, is by looking at a few 
examples of what you can achieve, 
most of which are available in TIF or 
QuickTime formats. Some are truly 
Stunning and should really inspire you. 


Examples 

Top of the list for artistic flair has to be 
the selection of animated movies. 
Some are fairly short: ‘Water’ is a 
gorgeously animated garden scene, 
while ‘Cowboy’ shows a running 
cowboy. The quality is exceptional, 
though, and if someone said this was 


Madnia 2" |) oar 


Cinema 4D has lots of different toolbars and 
windows and these can sometimes obscure 
your important modelling work. This isn't a problem, 
though — you can resize or close windows, undock 
toolbars or generally move everything around until 
you're happy. Just use ‘Window’, ‘Layout’, ‘Reset 
Layout’ if you want to restore the default settings. 
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Use ‘Objects’, ‘Humans’, ‘Zygote(TM) Child’ and 
Cinema 4D will add a child model to the View. 
This is very high quality, but you can’t tell that from 
the initial view because it’s so small. Select ‘Tools’, 
‘Magnify’, then use the mouse to drag a box around 
the model's head. The program will now zoom in to 
give you a better view. 





Choose ‘Edit’ (in the View window), then select 
‘Frame Active Object’ to show the whole model. 
Pick ‘Tools’, ‘Rotate’ and click the mouse cursor on 
the green Z axis line pointing up through the model's 
torso. Use this to spin the child around until he’s 
facing to the left. Made a mistake? Select ‘Edit’, 
‘Undo’ to reverse it. 








taken from an animated Hollywood 
feature then you wouldnt question it. 

‘The Joust’ is a more complete idea, 
with 3.50 seconds of 3D cartoon action. 
And dont miss ‘Beetle’ — even four 
years after it was made, it still looks 
good enough to be the next VW 
commercial. Were not kidding. 

Need something more practical? Try 
the ‘Deformations’ samples. View 
‘Explosion’, for instance, to see how 
you can create an exploding text logo. 
If that seems old-fashioned, view 
Liquid Metal in the ‘MetaParticles’ 
folder. The droplets of animated liquid 
look impressive already, but what if 
they joined together to form your 
company logo? Use your imagination 
and think about how these ideas could 
be taken further to produce something 
you need. 

When viewing these examples, 
keep in mind that they were made 
using Cinema 4D XL. This version is 4D 


= | — 


CE, which does have some limitations: 
the rendering resolution is limited to 
600x400 pixels, for instance, and you 
cant do a high-resolution print of your 
work. However, the program Is still 
more than adequate for many 
purposes, and is definitely worth a 
look. And if you like what you see, 
these restrictions can be removed with 
a low-priced upgrade, so check out the 
Upgrade boxout for more details. 


Ease of use 

Unlike many of its competitors, Cinema 
AD really is easy to use, but you still 
shouldn't expect too much — you 
obviously won't be producing a 
Hollywood-standard animated space 
battle after an hour's work! The 
program contains hundreds of features 
and it will take time to learn how they 
all work. Fortunately, theres a detailed 
PDF manual and a set of tutorials to 
walk you through the basics. 
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4 Select ‘Window’, ‘Timeline’ to see the Timeline 
Manager. It doesn’t look like much, but all your 
animations are controlled from the Timeline Manager. 
Each animation occurs on a separate ‘track’, so we 
need to create a new one here. Select ‘File’, ‘New 
Track’, ‘Geometry’, ‘Rotation’ and the track will be 


displayed in red at the top of the screen. 


‘Record’ button again. 


5 Click on the full red ‘Record’ dot at the bottom 
of the screen, grabbing a ‘keyframe’ registering 
your object state. Now choose ‘90 F (the 90th 
frame), then expand ‘Zygote Boy’ in the object 
browser. Click on ‘Torso’ to highlight it, and rotate the 
model until the child is bowing. Now click on the 
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Is it a bird? Is it a plane? 
No, it’s a model created 
in Cinema 4D. 


For a stunning example 
of Cinema 4D’s modelling 
and animation features, 
look no further than the 
‘Beetle’ movie. 


So what do we mean by easy to 
use? Well, try this. Launch the program, 
select ‘Objects’, ‘Primitive’, ‘Cube’, and a 
cube will appear in the centre of your 
Project View. Now click on the surface 
of the cube and you can drag it around 
the View window. 

Each object you add also has three 
arrowheads (red, green and blue), 
indicating its rotation in all three axes. 
Click on one of these and you can drag 
the image in one axis only. 

Currently, our mouse operations just 
reposition the object. Why? Because 
the ‘Move’ tool is selected by default 
when you start Cinema 4D. Select 
‘Tools’, ‘Rotate’ and you'll be able to 
spin the object in all three axes, or use 
‘Tools’ and ‘Scale’ to resize it. 

Leave the cube roughly in the 
centre of your view, then add a new 
light (the Torch icon on the toolbar). 
Use the same approach to rotate and 
move it around the cube and see how 





Cinema 4D now has two keyframes so it can 

animate the steps in between and make the 
child bow. To see it, just click on the green ‘Play’ 
button at the bottom of the screen, or manually drag 
the frame counter. This is obviously a very simple 
example, but every animation you'll ever make uses 
exactly the same principles. 
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it lights up different faces. Add a couple 
more lights and see what sort of new 
effects you can produce. 

As you'll discover, navigating around 
Cinema 4D is very straightforward and 
natural. You'll be familiar with the basics 
in a very short time, and you'll find that 
there are some surprising shortcuts to 
some of the more advanced features. 


Every aspect of your model's 
properties is just a couple of 
mouse clicks away. 


Object Browser 

As you add objects to your project, 
they will appear in the right-hand 
Object Browser window, and this has 
all sorts of uses. 

For example, click on an object to 
select it and you can then move it 
around in the main View window. 
Alternatively, if the mouse isn't precise 
enough, type the position, size and 
rotation figures in the boxes provided. 

You can also double-click on an 
object to give it a name (‘Spacecraft’, or 
whatever it's going to become), or you 
can right-click on it and select ‘Edit 
Object’ to modify its properties. You 
can also choose ‘File’, ‘Save Object As’ 


Perfect particles 
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Start by adding a light source (the Torch icon on 
the toolbar). Right-click on it in the Object 
browser and select ‘Edit Object’. Set R to 100, G to 
50, B to 0, Visible Light to ‘Visible’ and check ‘No 
Light Radiation’. Click on the ‘Visible Light’ tab, set 
Outer Distance X and Y to 10, and Z to 20. Finally, 
check ‘Additive’. 





Child object. 
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Select ‘Objects’, ‘Particle’, ‘Emitter’, then edit its 
properties as well. Set the two Birth Rates to 
100 and ‘Speed Variation’ to 50. In the ‘Emitter’ tab, 
leave ‘Type’ set to ‘Pyramid’, and set the other four 
values to 30. Finally, drag-and-drop ‘Light’ in the 
Object Browser onto ‘Emitter’ so that it becomes the 


if you've created a work of art that you 
may want to use elsewhere. 

In addition, the Object Browser can 
show you exactly how your model is 
constructed, and it also enables you to 
modify your model with a few drag- 
and-drop operations. 

As a simple example of this, select 
‘Objects’, ‘Primitive’ and add a couple of 
new objects to your model. Move them 
around, then drag one onto the other 
in the Object Browser so they form one 
branch of a tree. Now click on either 
object and drag it around, and you'll 
see that the other will follow. Making a 
disconnected sphere and cube move 
around together isn't too impressive, 
but were just getting started. 

Choose ‘Object’, ‘Humans’ for a 
choice of three pre-built people models 
(man, woman and child). Apart from 
letting you build your own version of 
The Sims, the Object Browser shows 
you Just how each mode hangs 
together. The shoes are connected to 
the ankle, which connects to the shin, 
which connects to the leg and so on. 
Click on an individual object and rotate 
it as before and you can make the 
figure nod their head, walk, point or 
move in whatever way you like. 

Whats really impressive is that you 
can set up animations in much the 
same way. The concept is simple: you 
just move the model to various 
positions to record keyframes, clicking 
on ‘Record’ each time. Cinema 4D 
generates the frames in between and 
you can play the results instantly. 

In one example here weve made 
one of the bundled model people bow. 
That's a very basic animation, but once 
you understand the principles behind 
it, its easy to take things further. Try 
other movements like walking, running 
or flying — just use your imagination 
and see what you can create! PCP 





Upgrade to 
Cinema 4D CE6+ 


Free yourself of all those 


Cinema 4D CE6 restrictions 
with our special offer 


Version CE6 Plus increases the CE6 
rendering resolution from 640x480 
to 16,000x16,000, as well as adding 
extra animation capabilities to the 
software. As XL6, this would have 
originally cost you around £1,000, 
but now it can be yours for a mere 
£79. Take a look at the website at 
www.maxonshop.com/cgi-bin/row/ 
gp?pg=search.theworld&act=fs&fs= 
products/cinema4d.ce for more 
information on this upgrade. 


WWww.maxonshop.com 








Now drag the time slider forward to see 
particles appearing, then select ‘Render’, 
‘Render View’ to see them. We've produced a comet 
tail effect here, but particle animations like this can 
be used for all kinds of things. Try playing around 
with the Emitter and Light properties to see how they 


affect the finished result. 





FULL PROGRAM AS SOLD FOR £36 


Windows &. 
Internet Washer 
Pro 2.03 





WINDOWS & INTERNET WASHER PRO 2.03 
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‘Big Brother’ browsers, applications and Windows can track 


everything you do. But PC privacy is just an application away 





Windows 98 or later, 
1.5MB disk space 








3 BEGINNER 
IF you can read these 
words then you can use 





























this program 


SERIAL CODE 


5 Not required 


INFORMATION 


SUPPLIER eWasher Software 
INFO www.ewashernet 


! None 











he average Windows PC 
isn't exactly designed for 
privacy. Every time you visit 
a website, run a program, open a 
document or search for files, a record is 
made somewhere on your system. The 
end result? A lengthy trail that anyone 
can use to track just about everything 
PC-related. 

Windows & Internet Washer can 
help you regain some privacy by 
covering your tracks. As youd expect, 
there are the usual options to delete 
Internet Explorer history, cookies, 
Temporary Internet Files and so on. The 
program can also clear out Windows 
lists like ‘Recent Documents’ and ‘Find 
Files’, while an Auto-Erase Schedule 
enables you to delete selected tracks 
on closing Internet Explorer or starting 
up or shutting down Windows. 

There are plenty of other tools that 
perform the same tasks, of course, and 
you might be using one already. But 
does it recognise the possibility that 


someone may try to undelete the files 
youre trying to wipe out? Windows & 
Internet Washer Pro certainly does, and 
the ‘Disks’ tab enables you to overwrite 
the resulting space up to nine times. 
No ones going to recover deleted files 
after that! 

Even better, Windows & Internet 
Washer Pro also recognises that you 
have other applications that can give 
away information to others. Check the 
Add-ins’ tab and you'll find a selection 
of pre-built functions to clear your 
tracks in applications like Morpheus, 
MSN Messenger, Office 2000 and XP 
and even the Windows Media Player. 

If none of these match what you 
need, you can easily create a new 
add-in via the Plug-in Builder (see the 
walkthrough). You can add a new entry 
to the list, deleting the files, folders or 
Registry entries you need. This is the 
perfect way to customise the program 
and ensure that it can handle all your 
privacy needs for years to come. PCP 


Clear your PC's tracks — automatically 


jae Fe + pees Al KALLE le | "an | hs flare iig] riala 1 


pe TO 


end eae ed ee, L L. 


Prank: Get nibh 


She io be 
iter a | oe 


akik: w bel 


Faz ch iri 


Te E = 


Tir] am ee EF 





UPGRADE 


NOW 


Windows & 
Internet Washer 
Pro 3.16 


Add even more privacy 
features with the latest 
version of this software 


Version 3.16 of Windows & Internet 
Washer Pro adds many interesting 
new features, such as shredding files 
instead of deleting them so they can't 
be recovered, integration with the IE 
toolbar and extended ad and pop-up 
blockers. Another plus point is that 
the program can run in ‘Stealth mode’, 
so no one knows it's there. See the 
full list of features, or buy the update 
for $34.95, at www.ewasher.net. 


www.ewashernet 
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Launch Windows & Internet Washer Pro and the 

‘Quick Erase’ tab immediately displays a 
selection of items you can delete. Just check the 
relevant boxes and then click on ‘Erase’ to clear your 
tracks. You'll find more options under the ‘Browser 
(IE)’ and ‘Windows’ tabs, but there’s an even easier 


way to maintain your privacy... 








erm, list. 


Click on ‘Settings’, ‘Profiles’, ‘Add’. Now we're 

going to create a ‘Profile Definition’, which is 
basically just a customised selection of the items to 
be cleared. You might go for the various lists like 
‘Recent Documents’, for example. Enter ‘Lists’ as the 
Profile Definition Name, then check each List in the, 


Still on the Settings tab, select ‘Auto-Erase 

Schedule’. Check the last option here and 
choose your new profile name. Now you can have 
Windows & Internet Washer Pro automatically clear 
all your document and computer lists every time 
Windows starts. You can choose to use another 
profile whenever your PC closes down too. 


PCPlus 210 | Christmas 2003 





HUW COLLINGBOURNE 








"po "41 12 


z jh 
a | 
af 


PagePlus 8 PDF edition must 
be the best value DTP program 
for getting stuff into print, onto 
screen or onto the web. 


This month Huw Collingbourne counts his untold wealth, takes a 
trip to the Sphinx, but ultimately decides to live life in the cheap lane 


oftware reviewers tend 
to be a bit sniffy about 
‘budget priced’ packages. 
This is due, not only to the fact that 
software reviewers don’t have to pay 
for the stuff, but also because many 
budget priced packages are ‘cheap 
as chips’ and twice as messy. 
However, every once in a while, 
it behoves even the haughtiest of 
software reviewers to see how the 
other half computes. With this in 
mind, I decided to have a go at using 
the latest version of Serif’s DTP 
package, PagePlus 8 PDF edition 
(a snip at just £99.99 from 








www-.serif.com). At first sight this 
appears to have most of the features 
of a high-end package costing many 
times the price. As you might guess 
from the name, the PDF edition 
specialises in PDF output for creating 
Acrobat readable documents. So it 
also saves you the additional expense 
of buying Adobe’s Acrobat software. 


Hanging on the telephone 

My first impressions of PagePlus were 
favourable, with the sole exception of 
the telephone registration procedure. 
When you install the software, a 
dialog prompts you to dial a 
Freephone number to get a 
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registration code. In principle, this 
should take 30 seconds. In practice, 
it took eight minutes. This was 
because the nice Serif registration 
person was strangely keen on 
knowing which other software I use, 
what I think of it, what I plan to do 
with PagePlus, and all manner of 
other irrelevant stuff and nonsense. 
As if that wasn’t bad enough, I was 


Fit to print 

Unlike some top name DTP packages, 
PagePlus has an extensive built-in 
document formatter, which can create 
folded booklets ready for printing on 
a desktop printer. Unfortunately, 
instead of formatting the document 
prior to printing, it does this at design 
time. The consequence is that your 
carefully laid out pages may be left in 


“If the nice man had thrown in a nest of tables and 


a set of beer coasters, | might have been tempted. 
But | fear that my obvious indifference had begun 
to dampen his boundless enthusiasm.” 


then treated to a panegyric on the 
fine qualities of Serif’s image editing 
package, PhotoPlus. Even though I 
had expressed no interest, I was told 
that it was a great bargain, it was on 
offer to me today, and it could be 
bought at not a quarter off, not a 
third off, but at a massive half off its 
normal price! If the nice man had 
thrown in a nest of tables and a set 
of beer coasters, I might have been 
tempted. But I fear that my obvious 
indifference had, by now, begun to 
dampen his boundless enthusiasm. 

Anyway, once I had recovered 
from this ordeal, I braced myself to 
do some real work with PagePlus. On 
the whole it has been a pleasurable 
experience. For DTP novices it has 
numerous user-friendly tools such as 
Page Wizards to create various types 
of publication semi-automatically, 
plus galleries of ready-to-use logos, 
backgrounds and text effects. 

For more experienced designers it 
has all the kerning, styles, tables, 
and transparency settings that you 
would expect. It also has graphics 
tools for drawing, and applying 
bevels, glows and gradient fills. There 
is a built-in word processor complete 
with spelling checker, multi-level 
undo and mail merge. It can even be 
used as a web page editor with 
support for web objects including Java 
applets and rollover buttons. 


a chaotic state with text and graphics 
sticking out over the page boundaries. 
For that reason, I would recommend 
that anyone who regularly needs to 
print booklets should invest in one of 
the standalone utilities, FinePrint 
(www.fineprint.com) or ClickBook 
(www.clickbook.com). 

Creating a PDF document from 
your publication is straightforward, 
but with one notable exception which 
Pll come to in a moment. In essence, 
all you do is make a simple menu 
selection to save the file in PDF 
format. Any bookmarks and 
hyperlinks are saved with it so that 
you'll be able to click highlighted 
links to zoom to pages within the 
document itself, or to load websites 
into your browser. The notable 
exception that I’ve mentioned arises 
when I use a TrueType font named 
Babylon5 of which I’m inordinately 
fond. For some reason, while this 
displays correctly in the original 
publication, it’s not displayed in the 
PDF output, and when used, it also 
has the side effect of scrambling any 
graphics on the same page. I don’t 
know why this happens and I don’t 
know if it affects other fonts. What I 
do know is that the font causes no 
problems when the Adobe Acrobat 
Writer is used to create a PDF file. 

If you can’t afford to spend many 
hundreds of pounds on a top-end 





DTP package plus a copy of Adobe 
Acrobat, then PagePlus 8 PDF will 
provide an effective alternative at a 
fraction of the price. Moreover, I have 
to say that, in spite of the fact that m 
used to using Adobe InDesign and 
Corel Ventura, whereas I’m a 
newcomer to PagePlus, I already find 
that PagePlus is easier to use than the 
Adobe or Corel products. 


Stoned again 

After a hard day’s DTP-ing, there’s 
nothing I find more relaxing (well, 
nothing that ľd care to write about in 
this column, anyway) than a good 
adventure game. There aren’t all that 
many around these days, so I was 
pleased to discover a new game 
called The Omega Stone (£29.99, 
www.adventurecompanygames. 
com). This is the sequel to an earlier 
game, which I haven’t played, called 
The Riddle of The Sphinx. It tells the 
story of an archaeologist who 
discovers the whereabouts of the Ark 
of the Covenant. This is enough to set 
you off on an adventure to many 
ancient sites ranging from Easter 
Island to Atlantis. 


Cash crisis 


HUW COLLINGBOURNE 


While the Omega Stone looks like 
a decent enough game, it does stretch 
my credulity somewhat. Ancient 
curses and arcane secrets I can take 
in my stride. But the Sphinx devoid of 
tourists is hard to accept. And 
travelling from the Nile delta to 
Stonehenge by helicopter is definitely 
a fantasy too far. Still, this is mildly 
diverting and I hope it will help to 
spin out the time until the new Myst 
game, Uru, is released at the end of 
the year. 


Spend! Spend! Spend! 

These days, I buy almost everything 
apart from groceries online. I get my 
wine from Majestic (www.majestic 
co.uk), my coffee from Roast and 
Post (www.realcoffee.co.uk), my 
stationery from Viking (www.viking 
-direct.com), my DVDs from Splash 
(www.splashdvd.com) and my 
books from Amazon (www. 
amazon.co.uk). 

Not so long ago, I used to get my 
books from several online shops. But 
many of these have now either given 
up the ghost (Alphabetstreet), been 
transformed into not-very-interesting 





If you fancy visiting the sphinx but can’t stand the crowds, 
The Omega Stone lets you sample the scenery all on your own. 


‘book clubs’ (BOL) or merged 

with a High Street chain (Internet 
Bookshop/WHSmith). The Smiths 
shop is okay, but since they only 

do free delivery to your local Smiths 
shop and I haven’t got a local Smiths 
shop, Amazon’s free delivery for 
orders over £25 is far more attractive. 
I sometimes also use Blackwell’s 
(bookshop.blackwell.co.uk). 

Even though they don’t do many 
discounts, they do offer free delivery 
on all purchases and they sometimes 
have out-of-print books that aren’t 
available from Amazon. My only 
reservation about Blackwells is 

that their online catalogue often 
indicates that a title is available for 
immediate dispatch when this isn’t 
the case. Twice I’ve ordered ‘in stock’ 
books from Blackwell’s, only to 
receive an email message the 
following day to tell me that they 
haven’t got it. 

Of all the online retailers I use, 
Amazon is the most impressive. The 
shop provides good value and service 
and an efficient website. I can think 
of a few online banks that could 
certainly learn from Amazon. PCP 


Balancing your books is only slightly less entertaining than having your teeth scaled 


Half an hour with an accounting 
package is all it takes to convince me 
of the attractions of lion taming. Still, 
there's no getting away from the fact 
that my accountant, the bank manager, 
the Inland Revenue, Her Majesty's 
Customs and Excise Department, and 
various other agents of darkness all 
expect me to have some idea of my 
purchases, sales, profits, losses and 
expenditure relating to travel, paper, 
ink, quills, blotters, digestive biscuits, 
and similar necessaries of business life. 

To that end, and with much grumbling 
and sampling of digestive biscuits and 
fine old malt, I've recently transferred 
my accounts from the various 


spreadsheets, databases, fine-lined 
notepads and bits of scrap paper, into 
a single fully integrated financial 
management package. 

I started out with the intention of 
using QuickBooks (www..intuit.co.uk), 
the big brother of the popular (if 
‘popular’ is an adjective that can 
realistically be applied to this type of 
software) personal finance package, 
Quicken. Having spent a few days 
staring at all the options on the 
cluttered QuickBooks screen, | came 
to the conclusion that this wasn't a 
package | could live with. The thing 
was just too damn complicated for a 
person of my financial acumen. 


I've now transferred my accounts 
to MyOb (Mind Your Own Business) 
Accounting Plus 11 (£360, www.myob 
.co.uk). While MyOb is a good deal 
easier to use than QuickBooks, l 
wouldn't go so far as to suggest that it’s 
a pleasure to use. It isn’t. With separate 
pop-up windows to enter sales, receive 
payments, print invoices, receive 
money, prepare bank deposits, reconcile 
accounts and so on, it’s hellishly 
confusing to a simple computer 
journalist like me. | wish it would let 
me do everything in one place, like 
a spreadsheet. Still, I shall continue 
battling against it in the hope that 
one day it will start making sense. E 


I've been trying out the new 
Google toolbar over the past 
couple of weeks. This provides 
a set of buttons that can be 
integrated into Internet 
Explorer. You can download 

a copy from Google (www. 
google.com). The most 
obvious features of the toolbar 
is that it provides a field into 
which search terms can be 
entered. It also has buttons 

to find ‘backward links’ from 

a web page to locate other 
sites which link to the present 
one and a ‘pop-up stopper’ 

to block those pesky 
advertising windows that 
some sites insist on popping 
up all over the place. 





MYOB may be a good 
accounting program, but it 
would be easier to use if it 
didn’t have so many pop-ups. 
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